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PART I

ANTHONY AND CHIARA





(1)

Corsica
April

Somebody is following us, Anthony Ferrari thought.

From the time he pulled away from the hotel Palazzu in the center of Ajaccio, the capital of Corsica, in a rented gray BMW convertible, Anthony spotted in the rearview mirror a dark blue Mercedes SUV about ten car-lengths back.

Beside him on the front seat, Chiara Moretti was dozing. She was exhausted from her piano concert in Ajaccio last evening before a standing room audience, whose applause led to three encores.

With the top down on a gorgeous spring day, they were driving north along a highway that snaked through the mountainous terrain, hugging the rugged coastline, with the sea a steep drop below on the left. Their destination was the hotel La Villa, in Calvi.

Am I becoming paranoid, Anthony wondered. Only one way to find out. He checked the GPS. Then he turned right at the next intersection. For twenty miles, he wound along narrow mountain roads, eventually returning to the coastal highway, and resumed driving north. The Mercedes was still there.

Anthony tried to think about who might be stalking him. He was an American citizen and spent ten years in the U.S. Congress, having risen to be chairman of an important intelligence subcommittee. In that position, he had made lots of enemies, particularly Russian President Volkov. That brutal tyrant, a former KGB agent, might be trying to get revenge. Then after he retired from Congress, two years ago, frustrated by Congressional dysfunction and gridlock, never able to accomplish anything, Antony had started an international consulting firm, based in Milan. He had clashed with people in that business as well.

He decided not to tell Chiara they were being followed. He had promised her that after the concert in Ajaccio, they would have three days of bliss, only sex and sun, along with great food and wine. With their busy careers, they desperately needed the respite.

At ten past two in the afternoon, under a bright sun in a cloudless robin’s egg blue sky, they pulled up in front of the luxurious La Villa. The hotel, a series of small buildings spread around the property, was on a bluff outside of the center of Calvi, with a view of the remains of the walled fortress that once protected the city. Looking around, as they walked from the car park into the hotel, Anthony didn’t see any sign of the Mercedes SUV. 

At the reception desk, check-in went smoothly. Their suite had a private pool off the patio in the back, the bellman explained, while showing them around. 

“The beach is about a mile down the hill,” the bellman said. “It’s a long beach. Great for walking or running.”

Anthony had been in Calvi once before, a few years ago, when he was a congressman and having a brief but torrid love affair with Louise LaSalle, the director of a French intelligence agency. She was married at the time, and they were keeping their affair secret. She had a good friend who owned a house in Calvi. They had slipped way for a weekend there. Everything with Louise was competitive, and she had challenged him to race on the beach. The winner got free play on the other’s body that night in bed. Despite Anthony’s best effort, he lost the race. That night he felt as if he might have won by losing.

As they unpacked, Chiara said to Anthony, “Let’s go for a run on the beach.”

Anthony didn’t like the idea because they would be exposed. He didn’t bring a gun so they would be defenseless. 

He thought about telling Chiara they shouldn’t run because they had been followed on the way to Calvi. That would be tough to do. He hadn’t confided in her during the three-hour ride from Ajaccio. Besides, he didn’t want to alarm Chiara and spoil their vacation. And he rationalized, telling himself that since their arrival at the hotel, he hadn’t seen any sign of the Mercedes. So they were not at risk. 

“Okay. Let’s do it,” he said exhibiting an enthusiasm he didn’t feel.

When they reached the beach, Anthony saw very few people—only several families with small children spread out in chairs or on blankets. A boy, about five, was chasing a Boston terrier into the water.

Parallel to the beach and set back was a wooden pedestrian walkway. The distance between the walkway and the edge of the water varied from place to place. The road for vehicles was behind the walkway.

They went down to the edge of the water to run on the hard packed sand. As they set off, running side by side, with Chiara on Anthony’s right, closer to the water and its gentle surf, he glanced up at the pedestrian walkway.

He didn’t see anyone. And no sign of the Mercedes SUV. He breathed a sigh of relief, but refused to drop his guard.

After they had run about fifty yards, a motor scooter appeared on the walkway, heading in the same direction as Anthony and Chiara. Almost parallel with them, the scooter slowed keeping pace with the runners. 

He had to warn Chiara.

“I think we’re being followed.” 

Looking stunned, she stopped running and turned toward him. “What are you talking about?”

He pointed. “The guy on the scooter up on the walkway.”

She looked up at the walkway.

Suddenly, the scooter came to a stop. The driver, wearing a helmet with a visor, jumped off, grabbed a rifle strapped to the far side of the vehicle, and aimed at them.

“Chiara, duck!” Anthony cried out.

Not waiting for her to respond, he lunged toward Chiara, hoping to protect her.

He was too late! 

Before he could reach Chiara, a shot rang out, hitting her in the right side of her chest. He knocked her to the sand, falling on top of Chiara, blanketing her with his body. With Chiara’s blood on his shirt, he held his breath, girding himself for the next shot.

He had to be the target. He waited for bullets to rip through his body. Inexplicably, there were no other shots! It didn’t come! 

He turned around and looked in the direction of the shooter. He saw the scooter turning off the walkway and into the trees. Nearby, a mother cried out in fear and tossed a beach blanket over the heads of her two small children. A dog barked furiously. 

Chiara was screaming in pain and bleeding from her chest.

Anthony yanked off his shirt, stained with her blood. He rolled it up and pressed it down on her chest, to stop the bleeding. He needed help, and he needed it fast. 

While he pressed down with one hand, he reached into his pocket with the other and pulled out the phone. 

Frantically, he called the hotel. “I need an ambulance,” he shouted at the receptionist. He explained the situation in short staccato like sentences.

Fortunately, the woman understood. “I’ll call an ambulance right now.”

“Please hurry.” 

He tossed down the phone and turned to Chiara. He had slowed, but hadn’t stopped the bleeding. She was losing consciousness.

“No. No … Chiara. No,” he pleaded, as he pressed harder. “Stick with me. Please don’t die.”





(2)

Corsica

Miraculously, the ambulance arrived in seven minutes from a nearby hospital. With Anthony riding in the back, along with unconscious Chiara, the siren blaring, they raced to the Hospital Center De Calvi Balagne, a one-story gray stone structure. From the emergency room entrance, the doctors, who seemed very young to Anthony, took over. They wheeled Chiara into the operating room and relegated Anthony to the waiting room, where he saw a man and a woman in tears. 

Sitting there, his head in his hands, desperately worried about Chiara, Anthony was furious at himself. Running on the beach had been stupid. He knew they were being stalked from the time they had left Ajaccio. Yet, he had exposed them to their assailant. And he had been an idiot for not saying anything to Chiara as soon as he noticed the Mercedes SUV. If only he had told her on the road from Ajaccio that they were being followed, together they could have taken steps to deal with their pursuer. She would never have been shot.

He forced himself to stop agonizing over his past stupidity. What he had done was done. He couldn’t save Chiara’s life or help her medical condition. The doctors were doing that. He just hoped and prayed she would be alright. But one thing he could do was find out who was responsible for the shooting. He vowed that they would pay for it as long as he had any life himself. 

As he thought about what occurred, he wondered why there had been only one shot. That made no sense. 

Right now, there was no point dwelling on what had happened. He had to call people and let them know about Chiara. Her parents had both died in a fire in a Cairo hotel when she was 24. She’d never been married and had no siblings. For all practical purposes, “I’m an orphan,” she had once told Anthony. So he didn’t have any family members to inform.

But there was Giacomo, her manager for the last twenty years, beginning when she had been 18 and was still a student at Milan’s prestigious Music Conservatory. Giacomo controlled every aspect of Chiara’s career. The crusty octogenarian resented Anthony, but Anthony didn’t take it personally. He would have resented anyone or anything who took Chiara away from the piano, even a relatively small part of her time. Anthony had to let Giacomo know immediately. Fortunately, Chiara had given Anthony Giacomo’s phone number with an admonition: “If you ever can’t reach me, Giacomo will know where I am.”

This won’t be an easy conversation. Anthony took a deep breath and dialed. 

“This is Anthony Ferrari.”

“What happened to Chiara?”

“She was shot when we were running on the beach in Calvi. We rushed her to the hospital. She’s in surgery. I don’t know how serious it is.”

“You bastard,” Giacomo shouted. “You dirty bastard.”

“What did I do?”

“I warned her against getting mixed up with an American politician. I knew she’d be hurt.”

Anthony saw no point responding to Giacomo. Chiara was his meal ticket. She was definitely the highest earner in his stable of performers that had been shrinking as he aged. And she was his only remaining world class performer.

“I’ll keep you informed.”

“You damn well better. She has a full schedule of concerts starting next week. I’ll tell people she’s taken ill. That she has the flu. I can’t afford to let booking people know what happened. They’ll be worried she’s a security risk and refuse to rebook her. Piano is Chiara’s whole life. Do you understand that?”

“I know how important it is to her.” 

“It’s everything. It’s all she lives for. And you’ve wrecked it. Do you realize that?”

“I know how important it is to her,” Anthony repeated, not knowing what else to say.

“You better keep this out of the media.”

“I wasn’t planning to call a press conference.”

“Don’t get snarky with me. Just let me know how she is after the surgery.”

Giacomo ended the call.

That certainly went well, Anthony thought.

He decided to call Renato Amatucci, his best friend in Italy. He had first met Renato when he was Chairman of the Congressional Intelligence Subcommittee and Renato was the head of AISI, the Italian Intelligence Agency, a job he still had. Realizing they had a great deal in common that transcended work, including a love for outstanding food and wine, music, and the study of history, they developed a close relationship. 

Once Anthony had moved to Milan, to live with Chiara and open his consulting firm, they always looked for an opportunity to spend an evening together, lubricated by the good Barolo they both liked. “I have wine from Nebbiola grapes, pulsing in my veins,” Renato had once told Anthony. Renato, a widower, had offices in Milan and Rome, and apartments in both cities.

Renato’s first words were: “I thought Chiara took away your phone for this trip.”

“Something awful has happened.”

“What? Tell me,” Renato said in an anxiety-filled voice.

“We were running on the beach in Calvi and a sniper shot Chiara.”

“My God. Were you hit, too?”

“He only fired one shot. Then he raced away on a scooter.”

“How is Chiara?”

“The bullet went into her chest. She’s in surgery in the Hospital Center de Calvi Balagne.” 

“I’m coming to be with you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Nonsense. I want to. I’m in Rome. My plane’s on standby. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

As soon as Anthony put down the phone, the door to the waiting room opened and two men entered: One in a wrinkled dark brown suit and tie, about fifty, gray hair and steel gray eyes, heavy set, with a leathery creased face and a tired look on his face; the other in a freshly pressed police uniform, mid-thirties about six-six and powerfully built with a large round face that reminded Anthony of a pumpkin.

“Anthony Ferrari?” the older man said.

“I’m Anthony.”

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a police ID, and showed it to Anthony. “I’m a police detective, Hugo DuMont.”

As Anthony studied Hugo’s face. He thought the detective looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place him.

As if reading Anthony’s mind, Hugo said, “You may not remember me, but we met a few years ago when you were in the United States Congress. You were giving a speech in Paris about new threats posed by terrorists, and I was there.”

 “I thought you looked familiar.”

“This is Sergeant Bosset.”

Anthony nodded.

“And the woman in surgery,” Hugo added, “is Chiara Moretti, the famous pianist?”

“That’s right.”

“I heard her play in Ajaccio,” Bosset said. “She was amazing.”

“Let’s go to a private room down the hall to talk,” the detective said.

“Will the doctors know where I am?”

“Sergeant Bosset will tell the nurse.”

A few minutes later, the three of them sat around a wooden table in a small office. As Hugo began talking, the sergeant took a small pad and pencil from his pocket and was poised to take notes.

Anthony told Hugo everything that had happened from the time they left Ajaccio, including his suspicion that they were being followed. At the end, he told Hugo that Renato Amatucci would be coming. 

The detective raised his eyebrows. “You’re in French territory. Italian Intelligence doesn’t have any jurisdiction.”

“He’s my friend. I just wanted you to know.”

“You think this is a terrorism issue?” Bosset asked.

Hugo was frowning. Anthony thought Hugo expected the sergeant to remain quiet unless Hugo told him to speak.

“I don’t know what it is.” Anthony said. “I’ve made some enemies, particularly when I was in the U.S. Congress.”

“But you weren’t shot. Didn’t you tell me that there was only one shot?”

“I did, and I don’t know why.”

“At any rate, we’ll get right on it and investigate. Try to find the shooter.”

Hugo’s words conveyed a distinctive lack of vigor. Maybe the detective was close to retirement, and he no longer put much effort into his job. Or maybe, he resented the rich and famous. Whatever it was, Anthony didn’t expect much from Hugo.

As the detective started toward the door, Anthony gripped his arm. “Don’t notify the press. I don’t want whoever did this to come back and finish the job.”

“I can’t control the press, but I’ll do my best.”

Hugo handed Anthony a card with his contact info. 

When they were gone, Anthony returned to the reception room where he asked the woman in charge, “Any word on Chiara Moretti?”

“She’s still in surgery. We’ll let you know.”

Anthony got a cup of espresso from a machine and took it outside. He was sitting on a stone bench, in the shade of a tree, waiting for Renato.

Sipping coffee, he thought about how he had met Chiara. He had been a Democratic congressman from Colorado, single with lots of casual relationships with women, but nothing serious. His one marriage had ended in divorce sixteen years earlier after only one year and fortunately no children. Unknown to Anthony at the time, Sally had agreed to marry him “in sickness and in health” but not to live in Denver where he decided to join a law firm that specialized in representing people swindled by banks, granting subprime mortgages, before launching his political career. No way was Sally leaving the upper east side of Manhattan.

He had met Chiara on Columbus Day, three years ago, which happened to be his birthday. Democratic President Harry Madsen had scheduled a White House dinner honoring the contributions of Italian Americans to the country. Chiara, coincidentally in Washington for a performance at the Kennedy Center, was asked to perform after dinner. Anthony had always been passionate about classical music and a great admirer of Chiara, whom he had never met. 

After the concert, they talked and something clicked for the thirty-five year old Chiara and forty-five year old Anthony. From the White House, they went to his Georgetown house for “a small Limoncello.” She stayed until ten the next morning, following the most incredible night of lovemaking.

Over breakfast in his kitchen, they pulled up their calendars and targeted times and places around the world that worked for their busy schedules, where they could meet in the next several months.

During the next year, their love intensified. Thirteen months after they met, Madsen lost his bid for reelection to George Young, the Republican candidate; and the Republicans gained control of the House. Though Anthony easily won reelection at the same time, he clashed with Young over Volkov and Russia. Recognizing that being in the opposition in Congress was a hopeless exercise in frustration, Anthony decided to resign. Money was no issue for him. He had earned large fees during the three years that he had worked as a plaintiff’s lawyer with a Denver firm, suing banks and investment companies. Then his mother died, leaving him twenty million from her family fortune, amassed in Manhattan real estate, that had helped launch his political career. So he kept his Georgetown house but moved to Milan and into Chiara’s penthouse two blocks from La Scala, so they could spend more time `together. He opened an international consulting firm, advising governments and multinationals on terrorism issues, with an office a few blocks from the apartment, in the financial center of the city.

That was a year ago. Though he and Chiara were in love, she could be fun to be with, and sex with her was amazing, maintaining a relationship with one of the most famous pianists in the world was a challenge for Anthony. She traveled incessantly, was always practicing, could become moody, was quick to anger, and flew into a rage if she received an unfavorable review, from “one of those ignorant critics,” which occasionally occurred. He had been looking forward to the three days in Calvi which they had promised to devote to each other. Now this.

Anthony spotted a police car roaring down the hospital driveway. It came to a stop close to his bench. Renato climbed out of the car and raced up to Anthony.

Renato, tall and gangly, who had considered a professional basketball career, twenty years ago, before joining the intelligence agency, hugged Anthony.

After the two of them sat down on the bench, Anthony slowly and painstakingly, reported to Renato everything that had happened from the time he and Chiara had left Ajaccio. Renato asked him to repeat the last part, beginning with their run on the beach.

At the end, Anthony confessed to Renato that he blamed himself for putting them at risk by running on the beach after he suspected they were being followed. “I should have alerted Chiara to what was happening as soon as I saw that damn Mercedes.”

Renato shrugged, “You can’t blame yourself. You had no way of knowing what would have happened. But listening to you, I found one fact puzzling.”

“What’s that?”

“Your assailant fired only a single shot, hit Chiara, and raced away. I would have expected you to be the target. After all, you’re the former chairman of a congressional committee that dealt with intelligence, and now you’re helping governments fight terrorism.”

“That same thought has been running through my mind ever since the shooting. Why the single shot?” He paused, then added, “Perhaps the attacker thought he was gaining revenge against me by killing my lover.”

“That doesn’t make sense. He had a chance to get you. Even if his first shot was aimed at you and he missed, why not fire additional shots? You were an easy target, covering her body.”

“Of course, you’re right. I don’t know what the hell’s going on.”

Renato stood up, walked around for a minute, deep in thought, then returned to the bench. “Here’s another possibility.”

“I’m listening.”

“Chiara may have been the target. Somebody wanted to kill her.”

“But who? And why?”

“Deranged fans sometimes stalk celebrities. Remember Monica Seles, the tennis player who was stabbed in Hamburg. And there was a Hollywood actress whose name I can’t remember.”

“Rebecca Schaeffer. She was shot and killed in her West Hollywood residence by a fan who had been stalking her. But that seems unlikely in this situation. Chiara wasn’t being stalked.”

“How do you know? The two of you are apart so much of the time.”

“That’s true.”

“Did Chiara have any enemies?”

Anthony thought about it for a minute. “None that I know of.”

“This is difficult to say, but you’re my friend.”

“Go ahead.”

“How well do you really know Chiara?”

“You think she has a secret life with enemies?”

“I don’t know. You came into her life three years ago. What about the 35 years before that? Perhaps she made an enemy of a piano competitor. He or she could have arranged to kill her.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“I don’t believe anything. I’m just telling you that we don’t know. The best way to find out who was responsible is to capture the shooter. Have the police spoken to you?”

“Detective Hugo DuMont interviewed me. Along with Sergeant Bosset. He said he’ll get right on it, but I’m not convinced. He seemed tired. I felt he was going through the motions.”

“That’s too bad. Unfortunately, the Italian government transferred Corsica to the French a couple hundred years ago, so in my job as head of the Italian Intelligence Agency, I don’t have jurisdiction. However, I have a great relationship with Louise LaSalle, the head of DGSE, the French Intelligence Agency. Perhaps she could light a fire under DuMont and the local police.”

“I know Louise. We met when I was heading up the intelligence community in the U.S. Congress.”

Anthony didn’t add that one evening, following dinner at a security conference in Madrid after lots of good Ribera del Duero, he and Louise ended up in bed in his suite in the Ritz. It was before he had met Chiara, although Louise was married. The sex with Louise was terrific. For the next several months, they managed to sneak off several more times, including a long weekend in Corsica. He was confident that no one knew about them. Then suddenly she told him that though she enjoyed their wonderful time together, it had to end. “I don’t want to jeopardize my marriage.”

After Louise broke off their relationship, they still saw each other a couple of times. Since he left the Congress, they hadn’t spoken to each other. 

“I still think that someone may have shot Chiara to gain revenge against me,” Anthony said stubbornly.

“Okay. That’s a possibility. Let’s talk about your enemies. Any you made in the last year since you’ve moved to Milan?” 

Anthony thought about the question for a minute and shook his head. I’ve spent most of my time trying to land clients for my international security consulting business. I haven’t gotten deeply enough into any project to create enemies who would do something like this. At least I don’t think so.

“That takes us back to your days in the U.S. Congress. Who do you think …”

“Russian President Volkov and Turkish President Demir,” Anthony replied without waiting for Renato to complete the question.

“What about them?”

“They both hated me. Demir because my committee initiated legislation giving economic and military support to the Kurds. You know how vindictive Demir can be, and he specifically named me as destroying the relationship between the U.S. and Turkey in a letter to President Madsen.”

“What about Volkov?”

“My subcommittee scheduled hearings on Russia’s activities in eastern Europe. Then one day, out of the blue, I received a call from Stanislav Turgenov, a high-ranking Russian official, who was then at their embassy in Washington. Turgenov proposed a secret meeting, just the two of us, at the Jefferson Memorial at 4 o’clock one morning.

“Turgenov told me that Volkov was planning to launch an attack to retake the three Baltic Republics: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. He told me which Russian official in Moscow was in charge of the operation. It was Peter Brezinski. Stanislav was telling me this because he thought it would lead to war and be a disaster for his country. He hoped I could stop it.”

“I gather that you did.”

“Correct. I used my subcommittee’s subpoena power and called hearings that put this out in the open. I also went to President Madsen, who persuaded the French and Germans to cancel energy contracts with Russia. Volkov was desperate to sell natural gas to them to help his economy. Most important, I convinced Madsen to impose financial sanctions not only on Russia, but personally on Peter Brezinski, one of Volkov’s buddies, and the architect of this plan. It cost Peter a great deal of money.

“After all of this, Volkov decided to cancel his plan for the invasion. He called a press conference where he denied that he even intended to take over those countries, which was a lie. Then he said, ‘Anthony Ferrari will pay a heavy price for what he has done by perpetuating this lie.’”

“What happened to Turgenov? Did Volkov ever suspect that he leaked the information to you?”

“I don’t think so. He and I set up an elaborate back channel for communications. We spoke from time to time on issues of mutual interest. Shortly after I resigned from Congress, the Russian Foreign Minister sent him to Brussels to interface with NATO. We met a couple of times in Europe.”

“But the sanctions were eventually lifted. Weren’t they?”

“Once Young got into the White House, he did it to improve relations with Russia. I tried to get my subcommittee to push back against Young’s actions, but the Republicans had taken control of the Congress. So I decided to resign rather than being in a useless minority in a dysfunctional congress, where tribalism has made the atmosphere toxic and precludes any effort to reach consensus. My only consolation was knowing that the sanctions had a lot of bite before they were lifted.”

Renato wrinkled his forehead. “I can see why you think Volkov might want to take some action against you. Tell you what, Anthony. One of the people in my agency has developed a close working relationship with a top official of the FSB in Moscow. Let me see if he can find out whether Volkov was involved or Peter Brezinski, who was the target of sanctions.”

“That would be good. On the Turkey angle, I know Jack Michaels, the CIA Station Chief in Ankara. He’s still in place. I think he’d be willing to help me.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Anthony noticed a white van approaching in the hospital driveway. Printed on the side was the logo of a Corsica television station.

“Oh no,” he cried out. Someone had notified the media and those vultures had arrived. Who the hell could have done it? Someone on the beach? In the hospital? The Corsican police?

“Damn TV people,” Renato said. “They’re everywhere.”

The van stopped. From the front door, an attractive woman with long black hair in a gray suit jumped out with a microphone in her hand. Out of the back came a heavy-set bearded man, lugging a camera which he set up on a tripod.

The reporter raced over to Anthony. “Mr. Ferrari,” she said in a professional voice. “I’m Ines with television station 2 in Corsica. We’re affiliated with a Paris station. I’d like to interview you about the shooting of your friend Chiara Moretti.”

Anthony wondered how she knew who he was, as well as what had happened to Chiara. These people had done their homework.

Furious, Anthony moved toward Ines, preparing to tell her where she could shove that microphone. Renato grabbed him by the arm and pulled him way.

An armed guard from the hospital rushed up to Anthony and Renato.

“Media people are not allowed inside the hospital,” the guard said, providing Anthony with a way out of this situation.

Without responding to the reporter’s question, he headed toward the hospital entrance, with Renato right behind. Once they were inside, he peered out through the double glass doors. The reporter was speaking into the microphone. Although Anthony couldn’t hear her, he guessed she was discussing Chiara’s shooting for the world. But he didn’t have to guess.

Renato pointed to the television set on a wall of the waiting room.

On the screen was Ines standing in front of the hospital with a microphone in her hand. 

Isn’t modern technology great? 

Horrified, he heard an announcer say, “We now go live to Ines at the Hospital Center De Calvi Balagne in Corsica.”

“Earlier today,” Ines said, “the world-renowned pianist, Chiara Moretti, was shot and seriously wounded by a sniper on the beach in Calvi. She is presently in surgery. The extent of her injuries is not known.

“Miss Moretti was on holiday with her companion Anthony Ferrari, a former U.S. congressman. She had given a concert earlier this week in Ajaccio to a sold-out auditorium. Efforts to interview Mr. Ferrari were unsuccessful. We will continue to keep you informed as reports of Miss Moretti’s condition become available.”

Anthony shook his head in disgust.

“At least her report was accurate,” Renato said. “That isn’t always the case.”

Before Anthony had a chance to unload with expletives about the media, his phone rang. It was Giacomo, Chiara’s manager.

“Did you see the news on television?” the manager screamed.

“I just watched it.”

“You bastard.”

“You think I leaked the story. Are you out of your mind?”

“I’ve spent the last hour cancelling recitals because of Chiara’s virus This makes a liar out of me.”

“Sorry to hear that, but I didn’t do it.”

“You took her to Corsica. It’s all your fault.”

Anthony saw that he had another incoming call with a Paris number, he recognized. It was Louise LaSalle. Anthony said, “Fuck you,” to Giacomo and connected the other call.

“I heard about the shooting on television. I’m so sorry, Tony,” she said warmly. “It must be awful for you.”

“Thanks. It is pretty bad.”

“How is Chiara now?”

“Still in surgery. The hospital people don’t know any more than that.”

“Is there anything I can do to help? I have friends in Calvi, but I think you remember that.”

He decided to ignore her reference to their tryst on the island.

“Actually, there is. The idea came from Renato Amatucci, who is here with me.”

“Tell Renato I said hello.”

“Sure.”

“What’s his idea?”

“The police in Calvi, a detective by the name of DuMont, was no help at all. Can you light a fire under him? Get him to move his ass.”

“I’ll call the head of the police agency in Corsica as soon as we get off the phone. But tell me, did Chiara have any enemies?”

“None that I know of.”

“Has she had an encounter with a rival pianist?”

“No.”

“What about a deranged fan.”

“Never since I’ve known her.”

“Let me ask you something else. And don’t get angry.”

Anthony wondered where she was going with this.

Louise continued. “Chiara traveled to a lot of foreign locations around the world. Didn’t she? Russia? China? Lots of other places.”

“Of course. That’s typical for a world-class pianist.”

“You’ve really only known her a couple of years. Isn’t that right?”

“Correct.”

“So it’s theoretically possible that she could be involved in some type of espionage.”

“That’s absurd.” Anthony was raising his voice. “Next you’re going to suggest that Chiara only hooked up with me as part of her secret life as a spy. That someone was using her to gain information from me.”

“Hey, don’t get angry. This is my business. Renato’s as well. And you were involved in the intelligence area with the U.S. Congress. We’ve all seen unlikely people being drawn into this type of arrangement with a foreign government.”

Anthony could barely keep his anger under control. 

“Well, Chiara wasn’t. I know her well enough to tell you that with confidence.”

“Okay. If you say so.”

“But I do need your help on something else that is plausible. One possibility is that an enemy of mine, perhaps Russian President Volkov was responsible for shooting Chiara as a way of getting revenge against me. Can you check with your Russian sources?”

“Of course. And since there’s the possibility of foreign involvement of some type which is my responsibility, I’ll stay in touch with you.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“Before we end the call, I just want to say I hope you’re not pissed at me, Tony, for what I said about Chiara being involved with a foreign government. Unfortunately, this shooting took place on French territory. She was the target; not you. I have to cover every possibility.”

“Okay.” 

Anthony powered off the phone and reported on the conversation to Renato. At the end, he said, “What a bunch of crap. Chiara mixed up in espionage. A spy for a foreign government. What the hell is Louise smoking?”

Renato smiled faintly. “You two had a relationship a few years ago, before Chiara.”

Anthony noticed that Renato had dodged his question.

“How’d you know?”

“You and I were good friends. I suspected it at the time. Remember intelligence is my business.”

“Forget it, Renato. It’s ancient history.”

“I think it’s just as well that you ended it then and met Chiara.”

“You’ve had problems with Louise?”

“We get along fine, but working with her can sometimes be challenging. She likes to get her way. She and her husband divorced about a year and a half ago.”

“I heard.”

“After that,” Renato continued, “she changed. She became hard as nails. Before that, she often exhibited some warmth. No longer.”

“Is she involved with anyone else?”

“That I don’t know.”

Anthony stuffed the phone into his pocket and walked over to the woman at the reception desk. “Any information on Chiara Moretti?” 

“Nothing yet, I’m afraid. She’s still in surgery. I’ll let you know the minute I hear anything.”

Suddenly the phone on the desk rang. She listened, then said, “I’ll get him for you.”

She pointed to Anthony. “You have a call. I’ll give you a place to talk.”

Wondering who it was, Anthony followed the woman to an empty office. He picked up.

“This is Gilles Paoli.”

The name immediately registered for Anthony. Gilles was the leader of a powerful nationalist movement, committed to having Corsica secede from France, hopefully through the democratic process, if not by violence. He lived in a small village in the interior and had come to the concert with a four man armed entourage. 

In case Anthony didn’t recall who he was, Gilles added, “I am the leader of the Corsican National party. I attended Chiara’s concert in Ajaccio. She was outstanding. I just heard on the television what happened to her.”

“Can I ask why you are calling.”

“First to tell you how sorry I am for this incident. The perpetrator had to be someone from outside Corsica. This is not something our people would have done.”

“I don’t know who did it.”

“Do the police have any leads on the shooter?”

“I don’t think so.”

“That’s my other reason for calling, Anthony, besides telling you how sorry I am. I wanted you to know that unfortunately the police on Corsica are often very ineffective. I have considerable resources at my disposal and would be happy to utilize them to find the shooter.”

Anthony recalled the words he heard someone use at the concert about Gilles: “A sinister warlord.” That seemed to fit with Gilles’ offer.

“I really appreciate your willingness to help,” Anthony said, and he did. “For now, though, I’d like to give the police a chance to find the shooter.”

“When they don’t, I hope you will call me. I won’t do anything until you call. But don’t wait too long. The trail is growing cold as we speak. And one other thing. The shooter could make another attempt. I’m sending a couple of my people to the hospital to provide security. They’ll be outside in cars and unobtrusive. No one will know they are there.” 

“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“I want to do it.”

“Thank you. Chiara and I appreciate it.”

Anthony put down the phone and went back into the reception area where Renato was glancing at his iPad.

“Who was that?” Renato asked.

“Gilles Paoli. He was at Chiara’s concert. He wants to help find the shooter.”

“Gilles is the devil incarnate.”

“Over the years I’ve learned to do business with lots of devils. That’s what happens when you serve in the U.S. Congress.”

“Listen, Anthony, don’t do anything with Gilles. Let’s put our money on Louise to light a fire under the local police.” 

“Okay, for now. But I won’t wait too long.”

Anthony couldn’t get out of his mind the scene on the beach: Chiara screaming in pain and bleeding from the chest. He loved her and he had failed to protect her. He had to find out who was responsible. They would pay for what they had done.
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Paris

Pacing in her office, Louise took stock of the situation. The biggest mistake she had ever made in her life was breaking off her relationship with Anthony. She had told him that she didn’t want to put her marriage and family at risk. That was partially true. In fact, her love for Gabriel, her husband, had dissipated long ago, and she had no real interest in her two teenaged daughters. All she cared about was keeping a share of her husband’s money which she could have done in any event because of his rampant adultery. Unfortunately, she didn’t know about that when she broke up with Anthony. But once she found out, it enabled her to get a huge cash settlement in the divorce with Gabriel. By then, Anthony was involved with Chiara.

Now she had a chance to rekindle her relationship with Anthony. With Chiara’s shooting, Louise had been dealt a powerful card. She had to convert that into a winning hand.

At this point, there were two possibilities. Chiara might die from her gunshot wound. Louise sat down at her red leather topped antique desk and considered whether there was any way she could ensure that Chiara would die. Louise could send someone into the hospital, posing as a nurse, and that person could tamper with the IV, or another tube keeping Chiara alive. That was too risky because the intruder would need medical expertise and Chiara, being a VIP, was no doubt being watched and monitored carefully. If the intruder was caught, chances were they would point the finger at Louise for having sent them. She considered it for a few moments.

It was definitely tempting. On balance, though, the risk was too great and the chance of success too small.

The other possibility was that Louise could build a credible case that Chiara was a spy for Russia. That seemed more likely to work.

Louise pushed away from her desk, stood up, and put on the jacket of her black tweed Chanel suit over a beige silk blouse. She walked over to the window, badly in need of washing. She would tell her secretary to have it done. Looking at Boulevard Morter in Paris’s XXth, she ran her hand through her short blonde hair and thought about her brief but incredibly erotic relationship with Anthony. She had found him charismatic and enormously attractive. The best sex she had ever had. How stupid she had been ending their relationship.

After her divorce, she had called Anthony and told him that her marriage was over. She hoped they could pick up where they had left off.

He had explained that he was involved with Chiara and very much in love with her. “Life moves on,” he had told her without a trace of emotion.

His words had struck her like a cold dagger. Still, she had calmly replied, “Life is also long. Who knows what the future will bring.”

Now Chiara’s misfortune could become Louise’s benefit. She had to proceed carefully, but she knew how to build the case against Chiara.

Once Louise had learned that Anthony was involved with Chiara, Louise had followed the pianist’s career from a distance. Louie knew that Chiara made frequent trips to Moscow for performances. She had also studied Russian President Volkov for many years. She knew how Volkov’s mind worked and how he operated. After all, Anthony had been in the U.S. Congress when he began his relationship with Chiara. Louise was confident that Volkov would view Chiara’s relationship with Anthony, his nemesis, as a golden opportunity. 

Volkov would undoubtedly take advantage of Chiara’s relationship with Anthony. Volkov was sufficiently creative and venal that he would find a way to have Chiara do his bidding.

The pieces were all there. Louise merely had to put them together.
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Corsica

Anthony and Renato were killing time in the hospital waiting room. It had been two hours since Ines, the TV reporter, had appeared. Still no word about Chiara.

Anthony’s phone rang. It was Marianne McKee, the CIA Director. 

When Anthony had been in the Congress, Marianne was the assistant CIA Director in charge of congressional relations. In that job, she and Anthony worked closely together during the Madsen administration. She was career CIA and unmarried. The agency was her life. She and Anthony got along well. Once Young became President, he sacked Gerald Perry, who Madsen had named to be CIA Director, and gave the job to Marianne. Anthony had taken her to lunch at Capri, a restaurant they both liked close to CIA headquarters. Whenever Anthony had visited Washington since then, they tried to schedule a lunch at Capri if their schedules permitted.

“Yes, Marianne,” Anthony said. 

“I just heard what happened in Corsica. I called to tell you how sorry I am.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate that.”

How is Chiara?”

“Still in surgery.”

“Where was she hit?”

“In the chest. A single shot.”

“You think you were the target?”

“It seems not. The shooter took off without firing at me, and I was exposed.”

“Very strange. Who would want to kill Chiara? Do you have any idea who was responsible?”

“Unfortunately, not at this point. Law enforcement here is working on it.”

“Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know. And that’s not an idle promise. I’ll mobilize every resource at my disposal to apprehend the shooter and anybody else involved.”

“Thanks very much. We’ll stay in touch.”

As soon as the call ended, the door leading to the operating wing opened. A nurse came out.

“Monsieur Ferrari,” she said, “Doctor Thomas would like to talk to you. Follow me.”

“Please, God,” Anthony whispered, “let her be alive.”

The doctor, in his thirties, Anthony guessed, dressed in powder blue surgical scrubs had a grim look on his face.

Oh, oh, that’s not good.

“Monsieur Ferrari?”

“Yes, I’m Anthony Ferrari.”

“I operated on Chiara Moretti.”

“How is she?”

“The surgery was successful and she is now stable, but her recovery will take some time. The bullet punctured her right lung, and she lost a lot of blood. I removed the bullet and inserted a chest tube to draw out blood. On balance, she is very fortunate that the damage wasn’t more serious. Getting her to the hospital quickly made a huge difference.”

Anthony sighed with relief. “Thank you so much. When can I see her?”

“In about an hour when the anesthesia has worn off. The nurse will let you know. And there is one other thing.”

“What’s that, doctor?”

“My recommendation is that Chiara stay here overnight to stabilize further her condition. Then tomorrow, I think you should move her to Paris. I trained at University Hospital under Doctor Moreau, the Director of Surgery. I spoke with Doctor Moreau and he is prepared to give her his complete attention. I know they can do more to ensure that she has a speedy recovery with no complications than we can in our little hospital here. Also …”

Doctor Thomas hesitated. Anthony waited for him to continue. Finally, he did. “This is outside of my area, but having saved Chiara’s life, I have an interest in her welfare. I am concerned there may be security issues if she remains in Corsica.”

“Meaning that whoever tried to kill her may make another attempt.”

The doctor blushed. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m aware of your background, Monsieur Ferrari, with the U.S. Congress. No doubt, you already thought of that. Please forgive me.”

“No need to apologize. I appreciate the thought. As an alternative, could I fly her to Milan where we live?”

The doctor thought about it for a minute, “There are wonderful doctors in Milan, but I don’t know any of them well. Perhaps when Doctor Moreau removes the chest tube and discharges her, you could transfer her to Milan. To her residence.”

“I understand, and I will follow your recommendation. I want to ask you about one other matter.”

“What’s that?”

“Chiara will be very worried how this will affect her piano playing.”

Doctor Thomas smiled. “I understand that. As she was coming out of the anesthesia, she was mumbling about concerts, ‘I have to practice,’ she said. I wasn’t surprised. A pianist doesn’t get to her level without great intensity.”

“What’s the answer?”

“She will have to take it easy for a while. However, once she has recovered, it should have no effect at all.”

“That’s wonderful. Will you please tell her that as soon as she’s lucid?”

“Of course.”

Anthony returned to the waiting room and approached Renato.

“How is she?” Renato asked.

“The bullet punctured her right lung. The doctor was pleased with the surgery, and he removed the bullet. It will take time, but the prognosis is good for a full recovery.”

“That’s great. So happy to hear it.”

“The doctor thinks I should move her to University Hospital in Paris tomorrow to facilitate her recovery. Also it makes sense for security reasons to get her off this island.”

Renato reached for his phone. “I’ll arrange a medivac plane.”

…

Chiara’s mind was a haze, as she drifted in and out of consciousness. Lights were bright, her vision blurred.

She saw a man: Anthony. He was naked. They were making love.

And another man appeared. Terrifying … with a shaved head in a Russian uniform … Nikolai. Oh no … he had a gun and … oh no …

…

A nurse led Anthony back to the recovery room where he saw a very groggy and pale Chiara hooked up to several tubes including an IV.

As he stood next to the bed, he noticed her eyes were open but he wasn’t sure whether she recognized him. Then she said, “Anthony … Oh Anthony. What happened to me?”

“We were running on the beach in Calvi, in Corsica, and you were shot. You’re in the hospital. You’ve had surgery. You’re going to be okay. I’ll take care of you.”

“Will I be able to play the piano?”

“Absolutely. As soon as you recover from the surgery.”

“How soon?”

“The doctor didn’t say. It won’t be long.”

“Oh, that’s good … Who shot me?”

“We don’t know.”

“But why?”

He squeezed her hand. “I’ll catch the people who did this to you.”

Back in the waiting room, Renato told Anthony that everything was all set for tomorrow morning. “The medivac people will be at the hospital at nine to pick up Chiara. You can travel with her in the ambulance and on the plane.”

“I can’t thank you enough.”

“I’ll stay here with you tonight.”

“That’s not necessary. You can head back.”

“Are you sure?”

“Quite sure, but if you have a gun in that briefcase of yours I’d like to borrow it. Just in case these people come back.”

Renato smiled. “You never told me that you knew how to shoot.” 

“You’re forgetting those eight years I spent with the Air Force between college and law school. Our job was flying planes to enforce the no-fly zone over Iraq. This was the period between the two Iraq wars. But if Saddam Hussein’s pilots or anti-aircraft shot us down, we had to be able to defend ourselves on the ground. That meant being armed and knowing how to use guns.”

“Were you ever shot down?”

“Only once.”

“What happened?”

“That’s a long story for another time.”

They went into the men’s room where Renato handed his gun to Anthony.

Back in the reception area, they hugged. As he was preparing to leave the hospital, Renato told Anthony, “Ines, our wonderful reporter is still out there. You want to give me a message for her?”

“I could think of a couple of things, but you’re too much of a gentlemen to repeat them.”

Renato smiled and left. After Chiara was moved to a private room, Anthony looked out of the window which faced the driveway in front of the hospital. An SUV was parked on each side of the horseshoe driveway. Anthony guessed they were the security Gilles had sent. He pulled up a chair to Chiara’s bedside where he planned to be until the medivac came in the morning. Renato’s gun was in a paper bag on Anthony’s lap, readily available. 

At first, Chiara was moving in and out of consciousness. Watching her, Anthony thought about what Louise had said. Was it possible that Chiara had been working for a foreign government, maybe even Volkov in Russia and that led to her shooting? The thought was too terrible to contemplate. Even worse, could Volkov have been responsible for inserting Chiara into his life. 

Could it be true?

As Renato had said: How well did he really know Chiara?

No … No … No … Anthony told himself. That couldn’t be correct. Louise was being ridiculous.
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Paris

After flying from Washington to Paris last night in the first-class cabin of Air France, U.S. General Tyler, President Young’s National Security Advisor, had checked into the Hotel Crillon, showered, and changed clothes. He then went to a meeting and working lunch with the French Defense Minister. The topic was the EU’s plan to develop its own integrated military. General Tyler approved of the idea, which would reduce U.S. defense expenditures for Europe. He promised to use his influence to get Young on board, which pleased his host. 

But for General Tyler, the meeting was just the pretext for the trip to Paris. He had to find out what happened to Chiara Moretti. .

It was almost three o’clock in the afternoon when General Tyler left the Ministry of Defense on Boulevard St. Germain on the left bank. That meant Tyler still had two hours until his meeting with the Frenchman.

He could have gone back to the Crillon and done some work, or even taken a nap because he hadn’t slept much on the plane. Instead, he exited the Defense Ministry and turned right. As if being pulled by a powerful invisible magnet, Tyler’s feet carried him toward number 108 Rue du Bac. He hadn’t been there for 35 years. Yet the pain was still as vivid, the wound as raw and open as if it had been last week.

“I’m your French mistress,” Juliette had once joked with him. But she was much more than that. She was the one and only love of his life—the woman for whom he was prepared to abandon his wife and two year old daughter in Arlington, Virginia, his brilliant career with the U.S. military, on an upward trajectory after he had graduated first in the class at West Point, his parents and siblings on the farm in Nebraska. For Juliette, he was prepared to walk away from all of that.

But alas it wasn’t to be.

Tears moistened the eyes of this hardboiled military man as he recalled that horrific, fateful morning thirty-five years ago. The scene was vividly etched on his mind for all time.

Approaching number 108, he saw that Angelina’s Pastry Shop was still on the ground floor as it had been since 1903. The shop had been renovated since he’d last seen it, but the pastries looked the same as he remembered. His apartment had been above the shop. Nights, he had held his breath, waiting for Juliette, his Juliette, to climb those three flights of wooden stairs, push back her long blonde hair, and throw herself into his waiting arms.

Juliette cooked, making the best soufflés in the world; they drank wine from the northern Rhone which was what he could afford on his salary with the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA). They made love all night, until daylight crept in through an opening in the heavy beige curtains, and they made plans for their future together. Farm land was cheap in the interior of Argentina. That was where they would begin their new life.

But alas it wasn’t to be. 

Sometimes Juliette had stopped to pick up pastries, so sweet and incredibly delicious at Angelina’s. She particularly liked their famous Mont Blanc, with its pureed sweetened chestnuts filled with whipped cream and resembling the snowcapped mountain of that name. He thought of buying one today as if that could bring Juliette back, or at least make her memory more vivid. Before entering the shop, he turned away, realizing it would be futile. What had once been sweet and savory was now certain to taste bitter and astringent.

Tyler walked back to Boulevard St. Germain, turned left and headed toward the National Assembly. He crossed the Seine on the Pont de la Concorde. To pass the time until five o’clock, Tyler walked around the Jarden des Tuileries. Exactly at five he approached the bench twenty yards from the Musee de L’ Orangerie. He saw the Frenchman already seated there, reading a newspaper. No one else was on the bench. Tyler sat down and removed a map from his briefcase, pretending to study it.

“What happened?” Tyler asked the Frenchman.

“Bottom line. Seriously wounded. She’s in the hospital in Calvi. They’re moving her to University Hospital in Paris tomorrow. She should fully recover.”

“How do you know this?”

“I spoke to the director of the hospital in Calvi.”

Tyler thought about it for a moment and muttered in a low growl, “Fucking Russians can’t do anything right.”

Still, Tyler hoped and fully expected that Chiara’s merely being seriously wounded would be sufficient to accomplish what he wanted. At any rate, making another attempt on her life would be unduly risky. Anthony would no doubt have stringent security in place.

“What about the shooter?” Tyler asked.

“Clean get away.”

Tyler put the map back into his briefcase, stood up, and set off in the direction of the Crillon. 

As he walked, he thought about Anthony Ferrari. He had studied Anthony in great depth in the last month, since he had developed his plan. He now knew Anthony like a brother. Tyler understood how the sometimes hot-headed and emotional Anthony thought and operated. He was confident he knew how Anthony would react to Chiara’s shooting. That was what Tyler was counting on.
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Paris

Maintaining his vigil in the chair in Chiara’s hospital room, gun in the paper bag in his lap, Anthony hadn’t slept a wink all night. Happily, the only intruders were nurses who came practically every hour, checking and monitoring Chiara. 

In the morning, Chiara’s move from Corsica to University Hospital in Paris went smoothly and uneventful. Anthony was relieved to leave Corsica, and more important to have Chiara safely on the plane. 

At the Paris hospital, Dr. Moreau, with his thick head of gray hair, inspired confidence in Anthony. “I’ll be in charge of your treatment,” he said to Chiara in a soothing voice. 

The doctor placed Chiara in a private room, not the ICU, which Anthony took as an encouraging sign.

Before leaving Corsica, Anthony had called Pierre, formerly with French Special Ops, who now ran a private security service. He asked Pierre to have somebody, himself or one of his people, stationed outside Chiara’s room around the clock. Anthony explained to Pierre that it was possible the shooter might come back or send someone else. Also, Anthony wanted the security people to keep a log of everyone who visited Chiara. 

As soon as Chiara was settled in her hospital room in Paris, Anthony rode the elevator to the first floor, went outside, and called Hugo, the detective in Corsica. 

“Have you made any progress?” Anthony asked. 

“It hasn’t even been a day. These things take time.”

“As each hour passes, the trail gets colder.”

“We’re doing what we can.”

“And what precisely is that?”

“I’m not at liberty to talk about our investigation.”

“What about the car?” Anthony was raising his voice. “How many blue Mercedes SUVs are there on the island?”

“I know you’re upset, but don’t scream at me.”

“I figured you’d be useless.”

Hugo hung up the phone. Their conversation had gone the way Anthony expected. He wondered whether Louise had reached out to the police in Corsica. If she had, it certainly hadn’t trickled down to Hugo.

Anthony slept on a cot in Chiara’s room the first night in the Paris hospital. The next morning at seven, Doctor Moreau came in to check on her. Anthony remained in the room.

“Your vital signs are all good,” the doctor said.

“Great. When can I get back to Milan and on the piano?”

Dr. Moreau smiled. “If recovery continues on the current trajectory, my estimate now is that you should be leaving the hospital in five days, on Sunday, but we’ll have to see how the recovery goes. After that, you can fly to Milan in a special medical plane, the same as you came to Paris, and move into your home. Once you’re back in Milan, you can resume the piano but gradually. You’ll be tired. It’s important not to start up too quickly, or you’ll set back your recovery. And most important—no traveling for a month.”

“Performances? When can I resume.”

“Your body will tell you when you’re ready. Those are exhausting and stressful. I would say six weeks at the earliest.”

“I was thinking one month.”

“I’m sure you were. Six weeks. That means mid-May if all goes well.”

When the doctor left, Anthony pulled over a chair close to the bed. 

“That sounds like good news,” he told her.

“Well, it’s not. I was planning to get out of here in two days. And back on the tour in two weeks.”

“Really.”

“Yes.”

“You’re unstoppable.”

“Driven and obsessive are the adjectives people generally use to describe me.”

“Listen, I feel terrible for what happened in Corsica. From the time we left Ajaccio, I thought we were being followed, but foolishly I didn’t want to believe it, and I never told you. For that, I’m truly sorry. I should have alerted you as soon as I suspected someone was following us. And I should never have exposed us by running on the beach.”

“Well, you’re nice to say that. But all that is irrelevant now. At this point, the main thing is for you to find the bastard who shot me.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes. I promise you. With everything I can possibly do. And I’ll make sure they pay for it.”

The door to Chiara’s hospital room opened. In walked a dapper looking man, tall and handsome, with thick brown hair, wearing a perfectly fitting, expensive gray pinstriped suit, pale blue shirt, and red Hermes tie.

Anthony immediately recognized Yves Caron, the French Interior Minister, one of the most important positions in the country. It was equivalent to being director of both the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security in the United States. His responsibilities included law enforcement for criminal acts as well as dealing with national catastrophes. He coordinated the work of the French national police under his jurisdiction with the French Gendarmerie, part of the armed forces under the Minister of Defense.

Yves had been in this position for ten years when Anthony had been Chairman of the Congressional Intelligence Subcommittee. He had met Yves a couple of times but they never worked closely together. He had found the fifty-five year old Frenchman to be aloof and arrogant. Anthony had heard from Louise that Yves had a lavish lifestyle including an estate in a tony suburb of Paris and a large house in St. Tropez, financed by his wife’s family money. Anthony thought that Yves had disdain for him, perhaps because he was American or because he wasn’t a blue blood. He also thought that Yves aspired to rule all of France one day—not just the Interior Ministry.

Anthony stood up, “Hello, Yves.”

Chiara raised her head in the bed and pushed back her long black hair.

“I’m Yves Caron, the French Interior Minister,” the visitor said approaching Chiara’s bed. “I don’t know if you recall, but we met about a year and a half ago at the opening concert and ball for the Orchestre de Paris. My wife, Chloe, was the chairman of the ball.”

“Of course, I remember. Please give Chloe my regards.”

“I’ll be happy to do that. Both Chloe and I are great fans of yours. We heard you play the Liszt in February with the Orchestre de Paris.”

“Please sit down,” Chiara said.

“Thank you.”

Yves pulled over a chair. Seated, eyes moving back and forth between Anthony and Chiara, he said, “I’m here in both a personal and official capacity. I want to let you know how sorry I am for what happened, and Chloe is as well.”

“I appreciate that,” Chiara said.

Anthony was getting ready to chastise Yves for the lackluster effort being made by the police in Corsica. 

Before he had a chance to do that, Yves continued, “I also want to assure you that I view this matter as extremely important for the honor of France in view of your reputation, Mademoiselle Moretti. I am personally in touch with the police in Corsica, urging them to do everything possible to find the shooter.”

“Have they made any progress?” Anthony asked.

“They do not yet have a suspect. However, I am convinced they are working hard on this case.”

“I’m grateful for your help,” Chiara said.

“I look forward to your next concert in Paris. I hope it will be soon.”

With that, Yves stood. “I want to wish you a speedy recovery.”

He waved to Chiara. Anthony guessed he was afraid to touch her with all those tubes hooked up to her arm. Then he said to Anthony, “Please feel free to call me at any time.”

And he left the room.

“We seem to have the attention of the top people in the French government,” Chiara said. 

“That’s total bullshit.” Anthony replied. “I doubt if he’s done a damn thing. He’s just covering his ass. He wants to avoid taking a hit personally for inadequate police work.”

Chiara laughed. “I gather that you had unpleasant encounters with Yves in the past.”

“We were always professional with each other. But I found him pompous and a phony. So I’d take anything he says with a grain of salt.”

“He happens to have a very nice wife.” 

“Lots of disgusting people do.”

She yawned. “I suddenly feel tired.”

“Why don’t you sleep. I’ll take a walk outside on the street.”

“And get something good to eat for yourself. You’ve been eating hospital food in the cafeteria.”

“Can I bring you anything?”

“How about a chocolate croissant that I can dream of eating.”

She smiled.

He walked over, kissed her on the lips, and left the room. 

Chiara was on the sixth floor. In the elevator, on the way to the ground floor, the door opened. An attendant pushed in a gurney holding a boy about twelve years old, accompanied by a nurse, a young woman whose name tag identified her as a Mademoiselle Dubois. The boy looked scared. He reminded Anthony of what he was like at twelve. Similar black curly hair and coal black eyes, with a round face.

Anthony smiled at the boy and waved to him. He responded, cracking a smile.

“I need a heart operation,” the boy said.

“They have very good doctors here. I think you’ll be okay.”

The attendant was nodding to Anthony. The elevator door opened, and he wheeled off the boy. Anthony noticed his name on the hospital chart, Paul Mercier.

Out on the street, Anthony walked for half an hour. It was a bright sunny day. He stopped at a brasserie and ordered a croque monsieur, a bottle of water, and a glass of St. Joseph.

As he sipped the wine, waiting for the sandwich to come, he thought about that twelve year old he had seen in the elevator and what he was like at twelve. It was a traumatic time for Anthony.

He had been born in Aspen, Colorado. His father, Benito Ferrari, from Northern Italy had been a champion skier representing Italy in the Olympics. When he retired from competitive skiing, he moved to Aspen to work as a ski instructor. Shortly after that, he met and fell in love with Betty Rutledge, one of his ski students, a senior at Sarah Lawrence. She had grown up in a high society New York family on the upper East side of Manhattan. Defying her parents, Betty married the Italian ski instructor, and they set up house in Aspen, using her trust fund to supplement his income.

A year later, he was born. Though his legal name was Anthony, his father insisted on calling him Antonio, and his mother went along. When Antonio was two, the three of them traveled to Italy in February to visit his father’s family. Benito went off skiing with some of his former Olympic teammates while Betty and Antonio stayed with his family. A freak avalanche occurred and Benito never came back.

Now a widow, Betty decided to move back to New York and in with her parents where the nanny who raised Betty would raise her son. Her family refused to call him Antonio. “That was too Italian,” Betty’s mother said. So for them, the child was “Andy.”

His trauma came at twelve when Betty, after years of their nagging, acquiesced to her parents’ wishes and sent Andy off to a high-end boys boarding school in Connecticut. Once his mother departed, he announced to the headmaster that his name was Anthony, not Andy, and that’s what he wanted to be called.

As a new student joining a class of boys who had been together for several years, and with an ethnic Italian name, Anthony Ferrari became the target of pranks, ethnic slurs, and derision. The first few weeks were a horror for Anthony who was constantly being attacked by groups of boys, particularly by the class bully. What saved him was the head athletic coach, Mr. Berg. He not only recognized Anthony’s incredible natural athletic talent, inherited from his father, but in private sessions he taught Anthony how to fight.

A month later, he was excelling in sports and quarterbacking the school’s junior high team. One evening on the way back to his dorm after practice, the bully went after Anthony with a piece of wood in his hand, yelling, “I’ll teach you a lesson, you fuckin’ wop.” Anthony charged the bully before he had a chance to swing his club. Anthony beat him so badly that he needed reconstructive surgery on his face. That nearly got Anthony tossed from the school. Fortunately, two of his football teammates came forward and confirmed Anthony’s story that the bully had attacked him and he was responding in self-defense.

Once Anthony managed to avoid expulsion, the taunting ended and “that Italian kid” led his school to numerous sports victories. Yale college offered him a football scholarship and he went there as a liberal arts major, not knowing what he wanted to do with his life. Playing quarterback, he led Yale to three consecutive Ivy League championships. He would probably have been drafted by an NFL team, but he didn’t want to do that. In college, he had been inspired by the U.S. lightning-quick victory in Operation Desert Storm, the first Iraq war, and he had always wanted to fly so he joined the Air Force. He flew missions over Iraq, securing the no-fly zone. After eight years of the Air Force, he decided he wanted to go into politics and influence what was happening in the world. For that, he decided he needed a law degree so it was back to glamorous New Haven for three more years. Following that, he spent three years with a Denver law firm, representing people swindled by subprime mortgage lenders. When his mother died and left him $20 million, he took that and made a successful run for Congress from the Denver area. 

The waiter brought over Anthony’s croque monsieur. Hungry, he ate every bite, washed down with a second glass of wine, and followed it with a slice of lemon tart and a double espresso. 

After paying the bill, he walked back to the hospital. Entering the reception area, he spotted Renato standing in front of the information desk, holding a bouquet of flowers in a vase and talking to the woman behind the desk.

Approaching from behind Renato, Anthony announced, “He’s looking for Chiara Moretti. I can take him.”

Renato wheeled around. “Good timing.” 

“You came all the way to Paris to see Chiara.”

“Of course. For you, I wouldn’t have done it, but she’s special.”

They both laughed. Anthony knew that Chiara and Renato had developed their own friendship. Also, Chiara was happy Anthony had someone to spend time with in Italy when she was off on concert tours.

As they walked along the corridor to the elevator, Renato said, “How is Chiara doing?”

“Recovering well. She wants to get out of here in two days, but the doctor told her Sunday. Then I can take her via medivac to Milan.”

“I’ll set it up for you now. I have all the contacts.”

“That would be great.”

“Any more attacks?”

“Not a thing, and I’ve had security outside her room 24/7. Meantime, you’ll never guess who came to visit Chiara today.”

“Who?”

“Yves Caron.”

“Don’t tell me. Let me guess. He came to tell her how sorry he is on behalf of the French government.”

“You’ve got it. And he’s doing everything possible to find the shooter. It’s important for the honor of France.”

“That’s good to hear. Listen, Anthony, speaking of the French government, Louise is coming here in an hour to discuss how she can help to find the shooter. She’s convinced there is an international component to the shooting so she should be involved.”

“She’s probably right on that.”

“I told her to meet us in the cafeteria. She doesn’t know Chiara. So I thought that would be better.”

Anthony smiled. “Why don’t you just say that you don’t want to complicate my life.” 

“Actually, I was thinking of Chiara, not you. Though it’s all ancient history with you and Louise, women have a way of sensing these things. This is pain Chiara doesn’t need right now.”

“Thanks. You are a friend.”

When they reached Chiara’s room, Anthony saw that the door was closed. The security man said, “No one else is in the room.”

“I want to make sure she’s awake,” Anthony told Renato in the corridor.

As he entered the room, he saw that Chiara was stretched out in bed, her eyes open.

“You have a visitor,” he told her.

“Who is it?”

“I’ll let him surprise you.”

“Renato.”

“Well that took care of the surprise.”

“Let me sit up and comb my hair.” 

A couple minutes later, he told Renato to come in.

He carried the flowers over to Chiara and put them on the table next to her bed.

“Oh, they’re beautiful,” she said.

For the next forty-five minutes the three of them talked about Chiara’s recovery, about books and movies, and even politics. Then two nurses entered. One told Chiara, “We have to take you off for some tests.” She turned to Anthony and added, “We’ll be about an hour.”

Anthony took that as his cue, “We’ll go down to the cafeteria.”

“And I’ll leave from there,” Renato said.

Chiara thanked him for coming and for the flowers.

When Anthony and Renato reached the cafeteria, they saw that Louise, who no doubt, by flashing her ID as one of the country’s top intelligence officials, had commandeered a small room with a table and four chairs. As they walked in, Louise was standing next to the table talking on her phone. She was dressed in a tight-fitting pale yellow Chanel suit and light blue blouse that accentuated the curves in her figure. She still loves those double C’s, Anthony thought, although this outfit didn’t seem appropriate for a hospital visit.

She immediately ended the call, came forward, and kissed Anthony lightly on each cheek. 

“As I told you on the phone, Tony, I was so sorry to hear about the shooting.”

“I’ll get some coffee and rolls,” Renato said and quickly left.

Thank a lot, Anthony thought.

“How is Chiara now?” Louise asked.

“Happily, she’s recovering well. Sunday, she’s expecting to leave the hospital and fly back to Milan in a medical plane.”

“Anything I can do to expedite that?”

“Thanks, but Renato has it covered.”

“I imagine Chiara is anxious to get back to the piano.”

“You have that right.”

“And how are you doing with all this, Tony?”

“I want to find out who’s responsible. Aside from Chiara’s recovery, that’s all I care about now.”

“That’s why I’m here. To try and help you. You know I’ll do anything for you, Tony.”

“In your position, and with your relationships, you could be helpful. I’d appreciate that.”

“You can count on it.”

Renato returned, carrying a tray with three coffees, several croissants, and some rolls. He put the tray on the table and closed the door.

When they each had coffee and a croissant, Renato said, “Anthony, Louise and I are here because we want to work with you in a collective effort to find out who shot Chiara.”

“I very much appreciate both of your help. First step is try and light a fire under the feet of the Corsican police. I get the feeling they’re not putting much effort into it.”

“I’ve made calls personally to them,” Louise said, “but I don’t think they’re responding to me. Perhaps, because I don’t have jurisdiction over them. As a next step, I plan to talk to Yves Caron, who does have jurisdiction.”

“He visited Chiara today.” Anthony said. “I raised it with him. I think you should follow up. Somehow I’m doubtful it will help. Corsica seems like a state unto itself.”

“There is something to that. Still, I’ll push Yves.”

“I’m convinced Russian President Volkov is involved,” Anthony said.

“Based on what?” Louise asked.

“I’m sure you both recall what Volkov said about me, wanting me to pay for what I did to him when I derailed his plan to take over the Baltics. He’s vicious and vindictive. He could easily have ordered it.”

“That’s definitely a possibility.”

“I agree,” Renato said. “I have an excellent contact in the FSB. I asked him to try and find out if Volkov was involved. So far I haven’t heard a thing.”

“Ditto for me,” Louise said. “After we spoke when you were in Corsica, I immediately asked one of my people to make inquiries from his Russian sources. No feedback yet, but it’s early. I will follow-up on this.”

“And I will stay on it as well,” Renato said.

“Meantime, have you given any thought to the other possibility I raised when we last spoke?” Louise asked Anthony.

He knew what she meant, but he wanted to make her spell it out. “What’s that?”

“Chiara might somehow be involved in espionage with the Russians.”

Anthony narrowed his eyes and stared hard at Louise. “That notion is so preposterous that I haven’t given it a single thought.”

“I have to say,” Renato added, “I know Chiara and I agree with Anthony.”

“Alright, what are the other possibilities?” Louise said.

“Turkish President Demir. Like Volkov, Demir is vicious and vindictive. We clashed when I was in Congress, and he tried to undermine our relationship with the Kurds.” Anthony said. “I’ll move up on that with Jack Michaels the CIA station chief in Ankara, who fed me information on what Demir was doing.”

Renato and Louise were nodding.

“And one other thing,” Anthony said. “In order to get some action in Corsica, I am seriously considering a pact with the devil, as Renato described him.”

Louise looked alarmed. “Would you like to explain that?”

“The day Chiara was shot, Gilles Paoli, the Corsican leader …”

“Warlord, you mean,” Louise interjected.

Anthony ignored her words and continued, “Gilles had attended Chiara’s concert in Ajaccio. After he heard what happened on television, he offered to help me find out who was responsible. I put him on hold to give the police in Corsica a chance to solve this. We all know how much they’ve done. So I might enlist Gilles’ help.”

“That’s a dangerous move,” Louise said.

Renato laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Louise asked.

“Telling Anthony something is dangerous will encourage him to do it. Besides, I already told him to stay away from Gilles.”

Anthony didn’t respond. He had no intention of listening to either of them about Gilles. 

After Louise and Renato had gone, Anthony returned to Chiara’s room. He had to wait another twenty-five minutes for her to came back from the tests.

When she was settled in bed, she said, “Come closer, Anthony, we have to talk.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“While I was waiting between tests, I did some thinking. You’ve been so great in everything you’ve done for me, but I think you should stop hanging out here and sleeping in my room. Also, no offense, but with Pierre and the security he set up, not a damn thing you can do to help me. I’d much rather you spent your time finding the shooter. I can get well on my own with Dr. Moreau’s assistance.”

“I think that’s right.” 

“Good. When we were still in Corsica, you said that you’d catch the people who did this. Remember that?”

Of course.”

“Then I want you to get started. Find them and make sure they pay for what they did. Meantime, keep in touch. Don’t worry about me. The doctors, nurses and Pierre’s security people will take good care of me. You can leave Paris. Do whatever you think makes sense.”

He walked over, kissed her on the lips and left the room. 

Anthony took the elevator to the ground floor. As he walked along the corridor, he encountered Mademoiselle Dubois, the nurse, who had accompanied Paul Mercier, the boy needing heart surgery. Anthony asked her how the boy did in surgery. She told him, “The operation was a success. He is in the ICU and doing well.”

Anthony stopped in the gift shop, bought a book about a champion soccer team, and had them wrap it. “Will you please deliver this to Paul Mercier. He is in the ICU.”

Anthony wrote a note, “Wishing you a speedy recovery. From your friend in the elevator today.” He handed it to the woman behind the counter. 

He went outside, found a chair in the shade in a small garden and thought about calling Gilles. He recalled again what Louise and Renato had said, but the Corsican police weren’t doing a damn thing. What harm could it do? He called Gilles. 

“How’s Chiara doing?” the Corsican asked.

“She’s at University Hospital in Paris recovering well and should be home on Sunday.”

“I’m happy to hear that.”

“You offered to help me find out who shot her. Now I want to take you up on that offer.”

“A wise move. My sources in the police department tell me they’ve made zero progress. You shouldn’t have waited so long to call me.”

“What do you need to get started?”

“We should meet. I want to hear from you everything that happened from the time you arrived in Corsica.”

“Tell me where and when?”

“Fly to Ajaccio tomorrow. There’s a flight from Paris Orly at nine in the morning. I’ll have Andrei meet you at the airport. He’ll take you to my house in village of Vico. We can talk here.”

“I’ll book the plane.”

“And don’t leave the airport with anyone other than Andrei.”

After he hung up the phone, Anthony took a cab to the Bristol Hotel. It was his favorite hotel in Paris, and he planned to make it his home until Chiara went back to Milan. 





(7)

Corsica and Paris

The plane was on time. As Anthony passed through baggage claim, a burly man about forty, with a sandpaper beard looking uncomfortable in a suit two sizes too small, and tie approached him, “Monsieur Ferrari.”

“That’s right.”

“I’m Andrei.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Looking at Andrei, Anthony guessed that Gilles had instructed the man to dress up for his VIP visitor so he had borrowed someone’s suit.

Walking to the car park, Anthony tried to speak to Andrei in French, but the driver said, “Don’t speak French. Only Corse.”

Well, that ended the discussion.

The car, a battered black jeep with half a dozen dents, pulled away from the airport with Anthony sitting next to Andrei. Heading north and east into the mountains, Anthony thought about the crash course he had given himself last night on Corsican history and the island’s current political situation.

Corsica came under Roman rule in 534 AD. From that point forward it frequently changed hands, being controlled by Genoa, France, and England before Napoleon ultimately reestablished French control. Through all of this, Corsicans, particularly those outside of the big coastal cities, maintained a fiercely independent streak.

That manifested itself in the geopolitical events of the last several decades. For forty years until 2014, separatist militant groups waged war on France, even assassinating Paris’s representative on the island. Since then, nationalist leaders like Gilles had, for the most part, tried to persuade the people to vote for their independent parties but occasionally still resorted to violence.

As they moved away from the coast, the terrain became increasingly hilly. They were on narrow mountain roads. When they passed through small villages, people recognized the jeep and waved, but Andrei barely slowed down. After an hour and a half, a sign showed they were entering the town of Vico.

Anthony saw a hamlet of stone houses perched at the top of a hill, with a mountain towering behind.

Andrei pulled up in front of the largest of those houses and stopped.

What immediately struck Anthony was that two men standing on each side of the front door were gripping AK-47s. Anthony recognized both of them as being part of the entourage who had accompanied Gilles to the concert in Ajaccio. The term “warlord” came into Anthony’s mind.

The thick wooden door opened, and Gilles walked out. He extended a hand to Anthony. Shaking hands with Gilles was like being ensnared in a tight vise. Anthony tried not to wince.

“I’m glad you came,” Gilles said.

“I appreciate your offer to help.”

Gilles led the way into the house and up the stairs to a second floor room with a skylight that held a chipped wooden table surrounded by half a dozen chairs. A rough looking man, stocky with a bulge under his jacket, was seated at the table. He stood when Gilles entered with Anthony. He had a thick moustache. And a grim intense look. I’m glad we’re on the same side, Anthony thought. 

Gilles introduced him, “This Is Larenzu, my security director. He’ll be helping me find out who was responsible for what happened to Mademoiselle Moretti.”

Pads of paper, as well as pencils, were at each place at the table. “Okay,” Gilles said in a business like tone, “Anthony, tell us what happened from the time you and Mademoiselle Moretti arrived in Corsica.”

Anthony began with their flight from Paris Orly into Ajaccio, their first stop on Corsica, where they rented a car from Hertz. He described their three days in Ajaccio that preceded Chiara’s concert.

“Was anyone following you in Ajaccio?” Gilles asked.

Anthony shook his head. “I don’t think so. At least, I wasn’t aware of anyone.” 

“Nothing suspicious?”

“Not a thing. Nothing until we left Ajaccio in our rental car.”

As Anthony had been speaking, Larenzu was taking notes. When Anthony said he thought they were being followed after leaving Ajaccio, Larenzu jumped in. “Tell us about the vehicle following you.” 

“It was a Mercedes SUV. I never saw the license plate.”

“Color?”

“Blue.”

“Light blue or dark blue?”

“Dark. Almost black.”

“How big? Would you say midsize?”

Anthony thought about it for a minute and said “Midsize.” 

Anthony continued, “At one point, I pulled off the road and stopped for gasoline. The Mercedes did as well, but it parked near the entrance to the service station, behind a cluster of trees.”

“How many men in the Mercedes?” Larenzu asked.

“One.”

“Can you describe him?”

“I couldn’t see him clearly enough from that distance.”

“Can you tell us anything about him?”

Anthony closed his eyes and tried to recall what he had seen. “Caucasian, I believe. A narrow face.”

“Glasses?”

“No.”

“Anything else?”

“Short hair.”

“Color?”

“Black. No, maybe dark brown.”

It struck Anthony how much tougher Larenzu’s interrogation was than the police detective in Calvi. 

Gilles broke in. “Okay, tell us what happened after the gasoline stop en route to Calvi.”

“The Mercedes SUV continued following us until we entered the grounds for La Villa. We checked in, changed into running clothes, and ran down the hill to the beach.”

“Any sign of the Mercedes in front of the hotel?”

“No.”

“Was anyone in the reception area besides the room clerk?”

“Only the bellman. He took us to our room. As I said, we changed into running clothes and ran down to the beach. I didn’t see the Mercedes again.”

“Who else was on the beach?”

“Several families with small children. A dog.”

Larenzu picked up the questioning. “Then what happened?”

“Chiara and I began running on the beach along the water.”

“Side by side, or one ahead of the other?”

“Side by side. She was on the water side, which was on my right.”

“Then what?”

“After we ran about fifty years, I saw a motor scooter on the walkway. It was moving parallel to us and keeping pace with us.”

“What kind of scooter?”

“It said Piaggio on the back.”

“Large or small?” 

“Small.”

“Color?”

“Gray, I think.”

“Did you see the face of the man on the scooter?”

Anthony shook his head. “He was wearing a helmet with a visor. Suddenly he stopped the scooter and grabbed a rifle tied to the far side of the scooter. I told Chiara to duck. I tried to protect her, but he fired before I could do that. The bullet hit her in the chest. I threw myself on top of her. He escaped.”

“Did he fire another shot?”

“No.”

Larenzu was looking over his notes and tapping his pencil on the table. 

Anthony remained silent, letting him ponder whatever he was thinking. Finally, Larenzu said, “I don’t think he wanted to shoot you. If he had, he would have fired again.”

Anthony recalled Renato’s similar conclusion that Chiara had been the target.

Larenzu continued, “After he fired the shot, did he escape on foot, or on the scooter?”

“He drove the scooter into the trees. I was worried about Chiara. I didn’t try to follow him.”

“You called for help?”

“Yes. I called the hotel. They arranged for an ambulance to come.”

“When did the police question you?”

“At the hospital. A detective Hugo DuMont. Do you know him?”

“He’s tired and he’s lazy. It’s unfortunate he still has a job. Someone in Paris must like him.”

“What else can I tell you?”

Larenzu replied. “Nothing for me. I have everything.”

Gilles was staring at Anthony. “We’re ready to move up on this. I think we’ll be able to find the shooter. I want something in return.”

Anthony took a deep breath. He had no idea what Gilles had in mind. He was afraid he wouldn’t like it.

“I’m listening,” Anthony said.

“It’s quite simple. If we identify the man who shot Mademoiselle Moretti, I want you to tell people whom you know in Paris that I was helpful and constructive. I want them to give my party and my people some respect. And stop treating us like outlaws, terrorists, and criminals, which we are not.”

“Is that why you’re willing to help me? An attempt to gain respect with the French leadership?”

“That’s part of it. But there’s something else. I love this island of Corsica, and I don’t want our reputation to suffer because of a crime that I’m convinced was caused by an outsider.”

Anthony thought about what Gilles had said. “If you identify the shooter, I’ll be happy to do that. However, I can’t guarantee that anyone in Paris will listen to me.”

“I understand. I’m just asking you to try.”

“Absolutely. I’ll do that.”

“Good. To seal the bargain, Anthony stood up and held out his hand. Gilles didn’t shake it. Instead, he came around the table and hugged Anthony. 

“Now we’ll have lunch,” Gilles said. “Your plane isn’t until 5:15. After lunch, Andrei will drive you to the airport.”

Anthony didn’t remember telling Gilles when his plane was. Gilles obviously had his own sources of information. He might have hacked into the airlines computer.

“You’ll forgive me,” Larenzu said. “I don’t have time for lunch. I have work to do.”

When they reached the dining room, Anthony saw that the table was set for two. Once they were seated, a busty young woman, no more than 20, wearing a pale blue tee shirt and short black skirt, poured a dark red wine from a pitcher.

“I know you like good wine,” Gilles said. “Tell me what you think.”

Anthony took a sip. It was delicious. “What is it?”

“A blend of indigenous grapes that don’t grow anywhere else, such as Nielluccio. The producer is at the end of the road. I’ll tell him that you like it.”

Anthony smelled meat cooking on a grill behind the house. Then another young woman in identical clothes, carried in a leg of lamb, still smoking. She held it up then carved it, while the woman who had brought the wine returned with a large plate of grilled vegetables.

As they ate, Anthony asked Gilles how long he had been in politics.

Gilles explained that he began as a member of an armed militia that conducted hit and run attacks against the French military, hoping to force them to leave the island. Ten years ago when he realized that effort was doomed, Gilles shifted his priority from armed insurrection to achieving autonomy through the ballot box. That meant forming his own nationalist party and trying to gain widespread support on the island.

While Gilles discussed his battles with the French authorities, one of the young women continually refilled Anthony’s wineglass. And that Corsican wine had a high alcohol content. Without a bottle or label, Anthony guessed it was well over 15%.

Dessert was local cheese along with more wine. When it was time to leave, Anthony thanked Gilles who responded by hugging him again.

“You’ll hear from me soon,” were Gilles’ parting words to Anthony.

In the car on the way to the airport, Anthony slept.

He was revived by the time his plane touched down at Orly. From the airport, he went to the hospital to see Chiara. Though tubes were still hooked up, she was walking slowly and cautiously in the corridor. “Doctor Moreau told me walking is good,” she said.

“How many miles did you cover today? he asked.

She laughed. “You don’t want to know.”

He walked with her twice around the corridor. Returning to her room, he noted that she had sheet music on the table next to the bed.

She was preparing to resume playing.

“Tell me what you did today?” she asked.

“Before I do that, I want to hear how you are.”

“Getting stronger every day. When Doctor Moreau stopped by, he said I might not get out of here until Monday or Tuesday. I told him no way. So you can arrange the medivac plane for Sunday.”

“Shouldn’t you listen to the doctor? Stay until he thinks you should leave?”

“No, I’m out of here on Sunday.”

He pointed to the music. “How’d you get that?”

“I’ve become friends with a violinist with the Paris Orchestra. I called and asked her to bring the music from the Rachmaninoff piano concerto. I’ll be playing that with them on May 20.”

He admired her zeal and commitment. Besides, her incredible talent, he thought those were essential for her to succeed as she had. 

“Also, I had a couple of phone calls, one from Giacomo and one from Chloe, Yves Caron’s wife.”

“Is Giacomo still angry at me?”

“He’s just concerned, hoping I’ll be better soon.”

“So he can resume generating income.”

“You’re too cynical. He’s a good manager.”

“What did Chloe say?”

“Yves told her he saw me. She was very nice in wishing me a speedy recovery. I really like her.”

He told her what happened in Corsica. She was pleased to hear that Gilles had agreed to help.

“Even if Gilles identifies the shooter,” Anthony said, “we’ll still have to find out who sent him.” 

“Won’t Gilles be able to get that out of him?”

“Perhaps, but we can’t put all our eggs in that basket.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been afraid to ask you because I wanted to give you time to get stronger, but now I need to know about any enemies you’ve made over the years who might have been responsible.”

She looked away. “I can’t think of any.”

He knew how Chiara talked. Her words were lacking her usual conviction.

He didn’t believe her. She was hiding something.

“What about stalkers?”

“Never had any.”

She said that with confidence.

“Come back to the enemies. It’s important. Try and think.”

“I am. I didn’t have any.”

“This is awkward, but were you involved in any relationships that ended in acrimony?”

“Why are you interrogating me?” She sounded irritated.

“Because I’m trying to save your life. Who ever tried to kill you once could come back. Failed romantic relationships often lead to violence. You know that.”

He gave her a minute to respond. When she didn’t, he added, “What are you hiding?”

She sighed and said, “Until I began seeing you, I had a couple causal relationships but nothing serious.” She hesitated. “Except for one.”

“Tell me about him.”

“His name was Dimitri Smirnov. I met him seven years ago when we were both 28. He was a very talented pianist, and he also played the viola. We met at the summer Aspen music festival. Dimitri was from a small town outside of Moscow. His father had been a piano teacher, like mine, who was able to get Dimitri into one of the top conservatories in Moscow. We had a love affair for two years and lived together in a New York apartment. We made that our base while we both traveled for concerts.

“Our relationship exploded after two years when we both entered the Van Cliburn piano competition in Fort Worth, Texas. We were competing against many other top pianists. Dimitri was extremely competitive. He was eliminated early in the competition. He was convinced it was because the American judges were prejudiced against Russians. That was ridiculous because many Russians have done well in the Van Cliburn, and I told him that.

“He wanted me to withdraw and make a statement condemning this prejudice. When I refused, he became incensed. He left Fort Worth in a rage.”

“What happened to you in the competition?”

“I won first prize, a gold medal.”

“Congratulations. That’s a great honor. What happened next in your relationship?”

“When I got back to New York, I saw that he had moved all of his stuff out of the apartment. He had slashed some of my clothes, particularly gowns worn when I performed. He also left me a note that said, ‘You destroyed my career. I was doing well until I got involved with you. I’ll make sure you pay for what you did to me.’ Distraught, I moved back to Milan. My parents were both dead by then. My teacher, Fantino, was wonderful. He helped me get over this.”

“Did you ever hear from Dimitri again?”

“Not a word. But now that we’re discussing it, I wonder whether Dimitri might have paid someone to shoot me. That he was finally getting revenge.”

“Ten years later,” Anthony said, showing incredulity. “It seems unlikely.”

“Dimitri was a very emotional man.”

“Do you know what he’s doing now?”

“I heard he was in Miami. That city has a large Russian population.”

“I have someone who can do some checking. I’ll let you know. Any other enemies?”

“Just Dimitri.”

“Okay while I’m checking on him, I intend to keep moving.”

“Doing what?”

Anthony had thought about that on the plane. With respect to Volkov and Russia, he had to let Renato and Louise do their work, at least for a while longer. Turkey was another matter.

“I’m going to Turkey,” he said. “To find out if Demir is mixed up in this, trying to gain revenge for what I did to him.”

“Do you have relationships there?”

“When I was head of the Congressional Intelligence Subcommittee, I formed a good working relationship with an army officer, General Haluk Kartal, who was in charge of military intelligence. Of course, some things have changed in Turkey since then, and Demir has become an increasingly autocratic ruler, who purged many military officers. Last I heard, somehow Kartal has survived as the head of military intelligence.”

“If Kartal is close with Demir, won’t meeting him be risky?”

“My instinct tells me I can trust Kartal. I think he’ll help me to find out whether Demir had anything to do with arranging the shooting.”

Still feeling guilty that he was responsible for what happened to Chiara because he hadn’t confided in her, Anthony added, “I won’t go if you don’t think I should.”

She smiled. “This is a first. You’re seeking my approval for something you want to do.”

“I’m trying to change, after what happened in Corsica, when I didn’t confide in you.”

“We’ll see how long it lasts.”

“What do you think about Turkey?” 

“Follow your instincts.”

“Thanks. I’ll be back by Saturday night the latest. Sunday we fly home to Milan.”
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Paris

When Anthony left her hospital room, Chiara felt guilty. He was flying everywhere, doing whatever he could to find the man who shot her, even putting himself at great risk in Turkey and she hadn’t been honest with him.

Sure, everything she had told him about Dmitri was true, but she knew Dimitri. He would never have arranged her shooting in a million years. He was constantly expressing great anger. Then a week later, he forgot what had happened. That was Dimitri.

But Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov was a different matter. He could easily have arranged the shooting. From his position in Russian intelligence, he certainly had the resources at his disposal. So why hadn’t she told Anthony about the colonel?

It had been an instinctive decision on her part when Anthony began pressing her about enemies out of the blue.

But now that Anthony was gone, in the stillness of her hospital room, Chiara thought about why she had reacted that way.

The answer was abundantly clear. She loved Anthony so much. She hadn’t wanted to jeopardize their relationship. And she was afraid he wouldn’t believe what she told him. He would conclude that she was spying on him. And it was all so complicated with the colonel. She would never be able to explain it. Anthony would never understand or believe what she had done. 

Having come so close to death, staring the Grim Reaper in the eye in Corsica, Chiara found herself reassessing her entire life.

She was thirty eight. She had accumulated numerous awards and wonderful reviews. She could play the piano, as only few others in the world. Yet, what was her life?

The obsession started when she was three. Her father gave piano lessons in their apartment in Turino, in Northern Italy. One day, he had been working with a student on the first part of Beethoven’s Pathetique. Chiara had been listening. When the student left, Chiara put a pillow on the piano bench, sat down on it, and played the first part of the piece without music. Her father was so startled that he dropped a cup of coffee. He rushed over to her, screaming with excitement, “Oh my God, what incredible talent you have. Truly a blessing.”

But it was also a curse. From that moment on, her father’s whole life revolved around Chiara’s piano playing. He drove her relentlessly, hour after hour. When she was five, he told her that she needed a better teacher. He moved the three of them to Milan. Fantino, her teacher at the conservatory, taught her, but when she was at home, her father insisted that she practice hour after hour. Occasionally, he would surrender to her mother’s pleas and Chiara’s tears and let her play outside with other children or attend a birthday party, but those times were few and far between.

She entered piano competitions, generally placing first. And when she didn’t, her father made her go over the pieces again and again until she played them perfectly. 

At 17, she rebelled. It was summer. Fantino was out of the country and she told her father she was taking a two month vacation from piano. He screamed and yelled at her, but she ignored him. She fell in with a Euro trash film crowd, drinking and partying at nights, enjoying la dolce vita. After a month, her rebellion ran its course when she found that life unsatisfying. So she returned to the piano.

Later that year, Fantino hooked her up with Giacomo as a manager, and she began performing around the world. 

When she was 23, both Fantino and her father’s efforts were aimed at her winning the prestigious Tchaikovsky competition in Moscow the following year. To her father’s horror, this wasn’t her only focus. She met and fell in love with Leonardo, an aspiring actor in Milan who was working as a waiter, until he got his big break. Believing that the incredible sex she was having with Leonardo enhanced her piano playing, rather than detracting from it, she overrode her father’s objections to drop Leonardo. She even invited Leonardo to accompany her, her parents, and Fantino to Moscow for the Tchaikovsky. When he refused to go, explaining that he had a chance to audition for a major role, she broke off their relationship.

Winning the Tchaikovsky was the greatest thrill of her life. It brought international fame. Giacomo’s phone was ringing off the hook with offers for her to play from around the world. 

That euphoria lasted for only six months. Her mother convinced her father, who had never left Chiara, go on a tour of the holy land sponsored by a church group. After Israel, her mother, who always wanted to see the pyramids, added on a visit to Egypt. 

It was an unfortunate decision. In Cairo, at night, their hotel caught fire. Both of Chiara’s parents died in the fire.

Chiara was devastated. She canceled all of her appearances. Consumed by grief, she didn’t sit down at the piano. She ate little and became a shred of her former self. Fantino tried to help her, but for four months he failed. Finally, he got through to Chiara. 

He persuaded her that she could best honor her parents memory by resuming her career as a pianist. He also convinced her to recalibrate her life, that she could perform while still having friends and somewhat of a normal life.

And she did. She dated, went to restaurants, enjoyed herself, and had relationships with men. She was doing those things while maintaining a rigorous schedule for piano performances, a balancing act which her father never would have permitted. Fantino told her that in her new life, her piano even improved.

But where was she now?

She loved Anthony, who loved her. Yet she spent very little time with him. She never had a child, and she was fast approaching the age when that would be impossible. Anthony was all that she had, besides her career.

She had been right not telling him about the colonel. Hopefully, the colonel wasn’t involved in her shooting. No point jeopardizing her relationship with Anthony when the colonel might not have been responsible for the bullet she took in Corsica.
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Washington

Once he had been appointed President Young’s National Security Advisor, General Tyler resigned from the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency after a long and illustrious career. In an interview with the Washington Post, Tyler said it would be strange putting on a suit and tie instead of his Army uniform. Then he added, “No one ordered me to do this. I’m looking forward to making a difference in U.S. foreign policy.”

That was eight months ago. The job hadn’t gone the way General Tyler had expected. And in hindsight he wondered whether idealism and patriotism had induced naiveté on his part.

General Tyler had expected President Young to agree with him that Russian President Volkov and Chinese President Chao were implacable foes of the United States and should be dealt with accordingly. Instead, the president showed no backbone. Young was willing to put his head in the sand and ignore the realities of what the country’s enemies were doing. 

Not Tyler. He was willing to take risks to achieve his objective. Playing it safe wasn’t an option. Anthony Ferrari was the linchpin of Tyler’s plan. He was desperate to find out what Anthony Ferrari was doing. 

Sitting at his desk in the west wing of the White House, Tyler closed his eyes and considered how he might follow Anthony’s movements. After a couple of minutes, he had a fool proof way of doing that. 

When General Tyler became National Security Advisor, he appointed Major Dorsey, who had served him loyally for ten years in the DIA, to be his special assistant for national security affairs.

Dorsey had an office close to Tyler, and the General buzzed his secretary to summon Dorsey.

A West Point grad like Tyler, Dorsey was thirty-five with a brilliant mind and he was incredibly efficient. He was also accustomed to following Tyler’s orders.

“I have an assignment for you,” General Tyler told Dorsey.

“What’s that, sir?”

“Do you know Anthony Ferrari?” Tyler asked. 

“Never met him, but I’m of course aware that he was once the head of a key House intelligence committee. Also, I believe that he dates the famous pianist Chiara Moretti who was recently shot in Corsica. At least that’s what I read on an online news site.”

“That’s right.”

General Tyler reached into his desk drawer, pulled out a bio of Anthony with a recent photo, and handed it to Dorsey. “This contains detailed information on Anthony. What I have learned is that his behavior in recent months has gotten more erratic. He is convinced that there is a conspiracy involving me, and other officials in the U.S. government, to destroy him. Now I have received reports that, Anthony, perhaps because of this paranoia, has joined up with a Chinese group whose agenda is murky. They are making payments to him, disguised as fees to his security consulting business based in Milan. Their funding comes from the MSS, Ministry of State Security in Beijing.”

“My God, if Anthony has flipped over to the Chinese side, that would be hugely detrimental to the U.S. When he was in Congress, he had had access to our country’s most sensitive military defense information.”

Tyler was pleased that Dorsey had accepted everything Tyler had said without questioning the details.

“You certainly know how to cut to the bottom line, Major, but I want to emphasize that these reports are not based on hard evidence. That’s what I want to obtain.”

“Do you think Marianne McKee, the CIA Director, could be of help to us?”

Tyler shook his head emphatically. “Unfortunately, she’s close with Anthony. She would tip him off, and we’d never obtain our evidence.”

Dorsey was nodding. “I see what you mean. Do you want me to organize surveillance on Anthony?”

Tyler was ecstatic that Dorsey suggested surveillance, before Tyler proposed it.

“That’s an excellent idea, Major. I think it would be best if we employed those new high-altitude, long-endurance drones that DOD just acquired.”

“It certainly would be a lot cheaper and equally effective than using teams of people … at least in the first instance. At some later point we could switch.”

“Agreed. Let’s go with drone surveillance on Anthony around the clock. And I don’t want him to be aware of it. I’ll sign the order, if need be.”

“That won’t be necessary, sir. General Curtis, who runs the drone surveillance program, will accept my request on your behalf. Do you know where Anthony is now so we can pick him up with our drone surveillance?”

The answer to Major Dorsey’s question was that Tyler had no idea where Anthony was. But his Paris source had told him that on Sunday, Anthony and Chiara would be flying from Paris to Milan in a medical plane and that they would be moving into their Milan penthouse then.

Tyler provided the Milan address to Dorsey. “That’s where Anthony lives with Chiara Moretti. On Sunday, Anthony will be arriving there, accompanying Chiara back to Milan. Set up to begin surveillance then.”

“Good. That gives me a couple of days to make arrangements.”

Tyler wanted to minimize the paper trail. “Excellent. Beginning Sunday, give me oral reports on a daily basis. Nothing in writing.” 

“Will do.”

“I’ll let you know if I want you to take further action against Anthony.”
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Paris

Walking back to the Bristol Hotel from the hospital, Anthony decided he couldn’t just fly to Ankara and meet with Jack Michaels, the CIA Station Chief in Turkey. Unless his visit was authorized by Jack’s boss, Marianne McKee, Jack would be in a difficult spot and might not even talk to Anthony. 

Anthony sent Marianne an email. “I’m in Paris. Where and when can we talk?”

She emailed right back. “I’m in my office in Langley. Can you get to the embassy in one hour? They’ll hook you up on a secure line.”

“I’ll do that.”

…

When he arrived at the U.S. Embassy in Paris, a secretary took him to the communications room in the basement of the building. Five minutes later, the red phone rang. It was Marianne on the line.

“How’s Chiara?” 

“Doing better each day. She was walking today. She’s itching to get out of the hospital. The doctor agreed. So, she should be back in Milan on Sunday.”

“Excellent. Have the police made any progress in finding the shooter?”

Anthony decided he had to level with Marianne. He knew he could trust her and she had a first-rate analytic mind, in addition to being well-versed in all of the agency’s operations. Marianne could definitely help him. So he gave her a report on everything that had happened, including his meetings with Renato, Louise, and Gilles. At the end he said, “The reason I’m calling you is that while all these people are working to find the shooter, I can’t just stand around twiddling my thumbs. I want to fly to Turkey and find out whether Demir was involved. He hates me and he can be vindictive.” 

“And you want to coordinate with me instead of going off on your own. I don’t believe it.”

“I guess I deserved that. Didn’t I?”

“Yes.”

“I’m trying to change my MO after what happened in Corsica, where I didn’t alert Chiara that I thought we were being followed.” 

“Good. I’m all for self-improvement. What would you like me to do?”

“My plan is to fly to Turkey, using a phony passport of course, so I don’t pop up on Demir’s radar screen. I had a couple of them made when I began my security consulting firm. I’ll use Darrell Ferguson, with a U.S. passport. I’d want to meet with General Kartal who I know reasonably well, and I’d like Jack Michaels’ help in setting it up.”

“I’ll be happy to do that. When do you want to go?”

“Flight tomorrow morning.”

“Okay. I’ll get to Jack before your plane lands. One cautionary note. We’ve heard that Demir has recently expanded his surveillance.”

“I appreciate your telling me. I’ll be careful.”

“Now I have a question for you.”

“What’s that?”

“If you find out that Demir was involved in sending the shooter to Corsica, what do you intend to do? You’re not going to try and assassinate the Turkish President, are you?”

“Good question. I haven’t thought that far.”

“Well, maybe you better. Before you do something that would have serious repercussions for the U.S.”

“Have I ever acted rashly?”

“Yes. When you refused to accept President Young’s decision to lift sanctions on Volkov and Russia, and you tried to take action on your own?”

“I was right. Volkov is a horror.”

“That’s what I keep hearing from General Tyler. Is there anything else I can do to help you find out who was responsible for shooting Chiara?”

Anthony hesitated. There was something, but did he really want to dignify what Louise had said. He would be giving her words credibility, and yet he had to know.

“Louise LaSalle,” he said slowly, selecting his words carefully, “has a theory that Chiara was working for the Russians in some type of espionage for Volkov, and that resulted in her getting shot.”

“Whoa. That’s certainly a mouthful. Her implication is that Chiara may have been following Volkov’s orders when she initiated the relationship with you. Does she have any evidence to back it up?”

“For now, just supposition. I believe Louise is pursuing it. I told her it’s absurd, but she doesn’t believe me.”

“What do you want me to do?” 

“You told me once that you have excellent sources in Moscow.”

“You want me to raise the issue with them?”

“Discretely.”

“Of course. I’ll let you know.”

Anthony, ashamed for doubting Chiara, tried to rationalize. If the CIA investigation came back negative, he would have something he could fling back at Louise the next time she raised the issue. But the CIA investigation would be much more thorough than anything Louise could do. What if it came back positive? He still wanted Marianne to do it. He had to know.

“And there is one other thing,” Anthony said. “About ten years ago, Chiara had a bitter breakup of a love affair with Dimitri Smirnov, a Russian musician who plays the piano and viola. When they broke up, he slashed her clothes and left her a threatening note. She thinks he might be responsible for the shooting.”

“Where is he?”

“Possibly in Miami.”

“As you well know, with our territorial division with the FBI, it’s always tricky investigating anyone in the U.S. But I know someone in the FBI who will help me. I’ll have some info for you when you return from Turkey.”

“I knew I could count on you, Marianne. You’re terrific.”
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Ankara, Turkey

Before joining the CIA, Jack Michaels had been a star tennis player in college at Stanford. He had even spent a couple years on the pro tour. That was confirmed when Anthony entered Michaels’ office in the U.S. embassy in Ankara. The walls contained half a dozen photos of Jack winning tennis tournaments. Several trophies adorned the top of a credenza. 

Michaels, tall, thin, and suntanned, with short sandy brown hair, the quintessential Californian, moved out from his desk to shake Anthony’s hand. “I was sorry that you resigned from the Congress. You share my passion for sports, and I always liked talking to you.”

“Yeah, well, our Congress is dysfunctional and once the Dems were in the minority in the House, I realized that I would never be able to get anything done. I have a limited tolerance for frustration.”

Michaels laughed. “You are definitely my kind of guy. You want a coffee?”

“Sure.”

Jack hit the buzzer; two Turkish coffees arrived minutes later. They settled in at the small table next to the window.

“Director McKee wasn’t very informative about the purpose of your visit. She said I should hear it from you and help you, unless you were threatening to destroy what little is left of our relationship with Turkey. In that case, I should blow a whistle that she’d hear back in Langley.”

“Marianne has a way with words.”

“Okay. I’m ready to listen.”

Anthony summarized the situation. He began with his relationship with Chiara and what happened to her in Corsica. Then he said, “I’m working with law enforcement people in France and Italy to try to find the shooter, and more important to learn who sent him. My good friend Demir shows up on the list of possibilities. After clearing it with Marianne, I flew into Turkey on a Darrell Ferguson passport to try and find out whether Demir was involved.”

“Okay, I understand. First of all, let me say, I’m sorry to hear about Chiara, but I’m afraid I can’t be much help. Of course, I’m aware how outraged Demir was by actions you took against Turkey when you were in Congress. On the other hand, I never heard he might be seeking retribution against you.” Jack paused for a second, then continued. “Still I wouldn’t put it past the Turkish president. How do you intend to get intel on this?”

“When I was in the Congress, I had a good relationship with General Kartal. He owes me big time for expunging his name from a list of top Turkish military people who were close with Demir. The U.S. imposed sanctions against people on that list.”

“For sure, he owes you for that.”

“Do you know General Kartal?”

“In his job as head of military intelligence, he’s my primary contact, though lately, we’ve been relegated to a mostly social relationship. He’s not permitted to share info with me; and Langley doesn’t want me sharing with him. I like Kartal and think he likes me. So we play tennis about once a week. We have lunches and dinners out. His Defense Minister has encouraged him to maintain the relationship. In Kartal’s words, ‘You never know when the worm will turn.’”

Anthony was getting an idea. “When’s your next tennis match with Kartal?”

“Tomorrow at 2 p.m.”

“Where do you play?”

“An upscale club I belong to. Why? You a tennis player?”

“No, but let me ask you about the club. How crowded is it likely to be when you play tomorrow at two?”

“Not at all. It’s a weekday. We deliberately pick off times. Don’t want to get people talking.”

“Does he have a security detail?”

“Often, but not always. He has to be very careful. Since the coup attempt, Demir has sacked about a third of Turkey’s generals who were suspected of treason.”

“Does the club have a steam room?”

“Yeah. Off the men’s locker room. I see where you’re going. We play an hour and a half of singles. Not really competitive. He’s not up to my level, but he can hit well. During the match, I could let him know you’ll be in the steam room at 3:30 and would like to talk to him. See if he joins you.” 

“Will the security people follow him in the steam room?”

Michaels shook his head. “Not a chance. They don’t even come close to the courts. They wait in their cars in the parking lot, smoking foul smelling cigarettes. That’s the only place on the club property they can smoke.”

“Okay. Let’s do it.”

Michaels looked worried. “I see only one downside. I don’t know General Kartal all that well. If he’s feeling pressure from Demir, he could tell the security people to take you into custody and earn points with Demir. You don’t have diplomatic immunity. I’d have trouble springing you. That would be a feather in Kartal’s cap and you know what Turkish prisons are like.”

Anthony pondered it for a minute, “I’ll take my chances.”

“Okay. That’s your call.”

“One other thing. I assume guests have to sign in at the club.”

“Correct. When you sign in, why don’t you use the Darrell Ferguson passport you used for flying into the country.”

“Will do.”

Michaels said he’d like to have dinner with Anthony this evening but unfortunately he had a diplomatic reception the ambassador wanted him to attend at the Russian Embassy. So they agreed that tomorrow at two, Michaels’ driver would pick Anthony up at the Hilton hotel where he was staying and take him to the tennis club. Michaels would set it up with the club. As Darrell Ferguson, Anthony could use the workout facility and men’s locker room. Later, after he came out of the club, Michaels’ driver would take Anthony back to the hotel.

…

Anthony decided to remain in the Hilton Hotel until the next day at two. He didn’t want to risk being recognized as Anthony Ferrari. 

When he reached the club, he used the treadmill for half an hour. Then he went into the steam room. All he was wearing was his watch. He was sitting on the lowest bench with a towel draped over his genitals and another over his shoulder. The room was hot as hell. Anthony checked his watch. Exactly three thirty. He hoped that Kartal came soon and that he didn’t send his security people to arrest Anthony. 

A minute later the door opened. Through the steam, Anthony recognized Kartal. The General was about ten pounds heavier than he had been the last time Anthony had seen him. His hair was thinner and what was left had a lot more gray. Otherwise he looked the same. When nobody followed Kartal into the steam room, Anthony breathed a large sigh of relief. 

Kartal approached Anthony and shook his damp hand. Then the Turkish general sat down next to Anthony. “I was surprised that you came to Turkey. You’re taking a great risk if Demir finds out.”

“I traveled under an alias.”

“Still, you could be recognized.”

“I had an important reason to come, and I believe I can trust you.”

“You can.”

Anthony used the towel to wipe the sweat from his face. “I very much appreciate your talking with me.”

“Well, I want to repay what you did for me.”

The heat was getting to Anthony. He was anxious to move to the point of the discussion. 

“Let me tell you why I came.”

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“Last week, Chiara Moretti, the woman I’m seeing, was shot and almost killed in Corsica. She’s in a hospital and fortunately recovering.”

“I heard about her and your relationship. And you want to know if our president was responsible as a way of punishing you for positions you took in the Congress.”

Anthony was happy that Kartal quickly cut to the critical issue. 

Kartal stood up and paced around for a minute. When he sat back down, he said, “The answer is no.”

“Could he have done it without your knowledge?”

“That’s not possible the way Demir operates, and I’ve heard nothing about it.”

“But doesn’t your president have a private group he uses for assignments like this without others knowing about it?”

“That’s how Russian President Volkov behaves. Our president hasn’t yet gotten to that point. He still uses me and my military intelligence colleagues to arrest or discipline those who have fallen out of favor.”

Kartal said it with conviction. Anthony believed him. As a result, he had made a long trip at great risk and he had nothing to show for it. Well, actually he did. He had eliminated Demir and Turkey as a possibility. 

“This is very helpful. I appreciate your leveling with me.”

“Let me tell you something else. Did you fly into Ankara?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Yesterday, from Paris. Using a U.S. passport in the name of Darrell Ferguson.”

“And you’re planning to fly back today or tomorrow from Ankara. Correct?”

“That’s right.”

“Don’t do it. You’ll be setting yourself up for an intensive interrogation at Ankara airport about the reason for such a short trip. Our president believes that the American government is plotting his assassination. So Americans are receiving particular scrutiny. You have to make yourself look like a tourist. Rent a car or take the train to Istanbul today. Spend tomorrow there. Then fly back to Paris the following morning on the 8 a.m. Turkish Air from Istanbul to Paris. I’ll do my best to monitor the security situation then at the airport.” 

Though Anthony was anxious to get back to Paris and Chiara, he decided to follow Kartal’s advice. Better to be a tourist in Istanbul for a day than a prisoner in a Turkish jail.

“You should leave first,” the General said. “I’ll stay about ten more minutes.”

Anthony thanked the General. He could barely stand up. Somehow, he staggered out of the steam room and gulped down a whole bottle of water.

He dressed quickly. Leaving the club, he looked around. No sign of Kartal or security people. Anthony climbed into Jack Michaels’ car waiting in the parking lot.

That evening he took the high speed train to Istanbul, a four-hour ride, where he checked into the Four Seasons at the Bosporus. Not wanting to risk his conversation being overheard, he resisted the temptation to call Chiara in the hospital. 

The next day, to avoid being recognized, he remained in the hotel. He read online articles about Chiara, looking for hints of who might want to kill her. He read a spy novel on his Kindle and worked out in the hotel gym. He bought souvenirs in the hotel gift shop which he could show to an agent at the airport if asked. 

He reserved a seat on the 8 a.m. flight to Paris the following day, as Kartal had advised. Without diplomatic immunity, he realized he was vulnerable. He just wanted to get out of Turkey. 
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Paris

Edouard, Louise’s assistant, was waiting outside of her office when she arrived at eight in the morning. Her secretary wasn’t there and Edouard was reading a copy of Figaro. 

“Can we talk now?” he asked Louise.

“Only if you can operate that damn coffee machine and get me a cup.”

“I can handle that.”

Five minutes later, they were in Louise’s office sipping espresso. The jacket of her powder blue Chanel suit was hanging behind the door.

“I have the information you wanted,” Edouard said

“About Chiara Moretti.”

“Correct.”

“Okay, tell me and don’t drag it out.”

Edouard grimaced. “I’ll be succinct.”

“Good. That will be a pleasant change.”

“In the last four years, Chiara has made six trips to Russia for concerts.” Edouard pulled a piece of paper out of his briefcase and placed it on Louise’s desk. “This has all of the dates and places for Chiara’s Russian visits.”

“Did she ever meet with Volkov?”

“I’m getting there.”

“Not very quickly.”

Edouard took a deep breath and continued. “Volkov attended one of her concerts in Moscow, a month after she began dating Anthony Ferrari, who was then the Chairman of an Intelligence Committee in U.S. House of Representatives. Following the concert, there was a reception. Volkov went off and met with her privately.”

“How do you know this?”

“One of our people in Moscow attended the concert and the reception. He recalled it because a private meeting, one-on-one, with Volkov was so unusual.”

Louise was feeling excited. “Good. Now you’re getting somewhere. What did they talk about?”

“None of the people in our Moscow branch have any idea. They were surprised that he excluded his cultural minister and also security people from his discussion with Chiara.”

“Are you telling me that Volkov didn’t even have an interpreter in the meeting with Chiara?”

“Correct. I don’t know if she speaks Russian. More likely, they spoke French. Volkov’s French is passable. Hers is excellent. At any rate, it was just the two of them in the meeting.”

“Well isn’t that nice.”

“What will you do with this information … if I can ask?”

“You can’t. I’ll let you know if I need anything else.”

As Edouard stood to leave, Louise said, “Last evening I was reading a novel by an American. He referred to a woman as a ‘ball breaker.’ Do you know what he meant?” 

Edouard reddened. “I think it’s an American expression. It refers to a dominating and threatening woman who destroys a man’s self-confidence.”

“Yeah. That’s about how I understood it. Do you think I’m a ball breaker?”

“Can I use another American expression to answer your question?”

“Sure.”

“Good. I’ll take the Fifth Amendment.”

Louise laughed as Edouard hastened to leave her office.

When Edouard was gone, Louise sat at her desk studying the paper Edouard had given her. 

She began spinning out a theory. Suppose Chiara was working for Volkov and Moscow. Her spymasters gave her the order to forge a relationship with Anthony when he was a Congressman. But she fell in love with Anthony and wanted to terminate her relationship with the Russians. That would have been sufficient for Volkov to order her death. And though Chiara survived the shooting, Anthony would never want to continue his relationship with Chiara if he knew she had been spying on him.

She liked that theory, but she had to admit that Edouard’s paper and its facts weren’t proof that Chiara was a spy for Russia. On the other hand, it was powerful circumstantial evidence if she used it properly. It might enable her to affect Anthony’s conduct and his relationship with Chiara. That’s what she most cared about.
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Istanbul

Anthony arrived at the airport at 5:30 in the morning. At passport control, he held his breath as he slid his passport under the thick glass screen to a tough-looking agent with a black sandpaper beard that matched his head. The agent looked at the passport. Then for a full minute, he studied Anthony’s face.

This is not good, Anthony thought. Perhaps he recognizes me. In horror, Anthony watched the agent press the red button on the side of his desk. Anthony knew what that meant. In seconds, two soldiers, toting automatic weapons, converged on Anthony. Without saying a word, one snatched his arm and led him away from the counter. The other one grabbed his wheelie suitcase. They led Anthony along a corridor to a windowless room with dirty beige walls. It had a desk and chair.

The soldiers opened Anthony’s suitcase and dumped the contents on the floor. 

He couldn’t resist saying, “Thank you for helping me unpack.” 

He doubted if they understood. Otherwise, one of them would have slugged him. 

A minute later, an obese man in a military uniform entered the room and sat behind the desk.

“Darrell Ferguson,” the officer said, while looking at a U.S. passport that Anthony presumed was his. The officer gave no indication that he knew who Anthony was.

“That’s right. Why am I here?”

“I ask the questions,” he replied in good English. “Purpose of your trip?”

“Tourism.”

The officer laughed. “You insult me. No tourist flies into Ankara for a day and spends one day in Istanbul. We have many wonderful sights. It would take longer to see those.”

“I saw many of them. Would you like to know which ones?”

“You could recite those from a guide book. Now tell me the real purpose of your visit?”

“Tourist.”

“We have ways of extracting information from people. Do you know that?”

“I’ve read about it.” 

“And not very peasant.”

Anthony didn’t respond.

“What is your business, Mr. Ferguson?”

“Consulting.”

“Where is your home office?”

“New York.”

“What type of consulting do you do?”

“I assist international businesses.”

Anthony was becoming more apprehensive. He didn’t like where this discussion was headed.

The officer picked up the phone on the desk and said something in Turkish Anthony didn’t understand. Then he turned back to Anthony. “Give me your watch and phone.”

Anthony handed them over. 

“We’re taking you to Silivri prison. You’ll answer truthfully there.”

Anthony was familiar with Silivri. About sixty miles from Istanbul, it was the notorious place in which political prisoners were often incarcerated. 

“I’ll be back in a little while,” the officer said.

“I have an eight o’clock plane.”

The officer ignored that and left the room. The two soldiers departed along with him. Anthony heard the lock on the door snap into place.

He sat on the chair behind the desk and tried to evaluate his situation. Had Kartal deceived Anthony in thinking that he would be of help. Perhaps Kartal wasn’t willing to put himself at risk to free Anthony, or he had forgotten about him with the press of other business.

If Kartal didn’t intervene, which seemed likely, Anthony’s guess was that he would be thrown into prison. There he would be questioned, and no doubt tortured, to explain why he had come to Turkey. Anthony could ask to see the American Ambassador, but given the state of relations between Turkey and the U.S., that was likely to be ignored. Similarly, if Michaels made inquiries about Anthony, those were likely to be rebuffed.

Anthony now concluded that coming to Turkey had been one stupid idea. Somehow Chiara’s shooting had thrown off his judgment. Damn … damn … damn.

After about fifteen minute, the lock on the door clicked open. The officer entered the room followed by the two soldiers. One threw Anthony’s clothes and other things, including his watch and phone, into his suitcase. 

The officer said, “The suitcase is going with you to jail.”

While one soldier carried the suitcase, the other one roughly pushed Anthony out of the door and into the corridor.

They led him through a door that opened to the outside. A metal reinforced van was waiting, its back door open.

They tossed his suitcase into the front of the van; Anthony into the back. He sat on a bench that lined one side of the van. He was the only one in the back.

The door slammed shut. It was pitch dark in the van.

The van began moving. Anthony tried to get his fear under control. He had to appear strong for his interrogators.

They rode for about half an hour. Suddenly, the van stopped, throwing Anthony off the bench, onto the floor.

They were stopped for about a minute. Then the van turned around and began going in the direction of the airport.

Anthony wanted to believe that Kartal had come through for him. Nothing else made sense.

After about another half an hour, the van stopped again. The back door was opened.

The bright sunlight momentarily blinded Anthony. They were parked next to a Turkish airplane.

The obese officer was standing there, holding Anthony’s suitcase.

“Get on the plane to Paris,” he said, and he handed Anthony his suitcase.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I follow orders even when I don’t understand them.”

So Kartal had come through for Anthony.
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Paris and Milan

Anthony’s plane from Istanbul arrived at Charles DeGualle at 2:45 Saturday afternoon. From the airport, he went straight to the U.S. Embassy and called Marianne. 

“I survived my trip to Turkey.”

“Did you learn anything?”

“Jack and Kartal were helpful, but bottom line, Demir wasn’t involved.”

“I’m happy to hear that.”

“Which means I’m back to square one. Any info on Dimitri Smirnov?” 

“Tell Chiara not to worry about him. Two FBI agents visited him in Miami. He seems to have a good life, married with two children. He plays viola in the Miami Symphony. He was sorry to hear about Chiara’s shooting, but says he hasn’t thought about her in years. The agents believed him.”

He thanked Marianne and went to the hospital. 

“I have good news,” Chiara said.

“Tell me.”

“Today, I ate whole food; and they removed the chest tube. Doctor Moreau examined me and said he’ll sign the papers tomorrow morning at eleven, discharging me. Renato called to say the medivac plane is all set.” 

“That is fabulous.”

He raced over and kissed her.

“What about nursing care at home?”

“I spoke to Martina, our housekeeper. She knows people. She’ll arrange it.”

“Terrific. I’ll call my friend Alfredo in Milan and have him set up security at our apartment 24/7.” 

“You really think that’s necessary?”

“Absolutely, particularly because I may be gone much of the time. End of discussion.”

“How was your trip?”

“A zero. The Turks weren’t involved. However, I got a report back on Dimitri Smirnov.”

“And?”

He repeated what Marianne had said. “So, we can eliminate Dimitri as a suspect.”

“I’m not surprised. As I thought about Dmitri, I decided it was unlikely, but I still feel better that you nailed it down.”

Anthony saw a coffee pot and a half full cup resting on an end table. 

Anthony picked up a clean cup and poured some coffee. “You had a visitor today?”

“How’d you know?”

“From the cup. I didn’t think you’d be drinking coffee.”

“Giacomo, my manger, flew over from Milan. You missed him by about an hour.”

“Good timing on my part.”

She laughed. “You can be funny sometimes.”

“I wasn’t being funny. He blames me for what happened to you. Giacomo doesn’t like me, and it’s mutual.”

“Well, he asked me to give you a message.”

“What’s that?”

“He’s sorry for how he spoke to you after the shooting. He was upset at the time. He hopes you’ll forgive him.”

“Sure. Why not. Talk is cheap.”

“C’mon, Anthony. He does a good job for me.”

“Okay, I forgive him. He had to be terrified. He was worried about losing his meal ticket.” 

“He can be very emotional.” 

“In case you haven’t noticed, many Italians are.”

She laughed again. “You are definitely on a roll.”

“Sure, I am in a very good mood. My sweetheart is getting out of the hospital tomorrow. I’m sure that Giacomo wanted to know when you’ll be back at work, earning big Euros for him.”

“That’s right. Doctor Moreau happened to come in when Giacomo was here. I asked the doctor.”

“What did he say?”

“If the recovery continues the way it is, I can make my first appearance with the Orchestra de Paris. It’s scheduled in about five weeks, May 20th. Giacomo never canceled it. After that, I’ll have to spread out the work.”

“Did that suit Giacomo?”

“It’ll have to.”

…

On Sunday morning, the air transfer to Milan went smoothly. The apartment which Chiara had bought ten years ago was the sixth floor penthouse in a luxury building, three blocks from La Scala.

An ambulance took Chiara and Anthony from Milan’s Linate Airport to the apartment. Sunday traffic was light; they arrived in 30 minutes.

As the ambulance pulled up, Antonia saw Alfredo, the head of the security firm, and one of his men in a car parked in front. Renato was standing next to the entrance to the building, holding a bouquet of flowers.

“I’m the welcome home committee,” Renato told Chiara who was in a wheelchair. Anthony was pushing.

Upstairs, Martina had prepared lunch. Chiara insisted on sitting at the table, and Anthony opened a Barolo by Massolino “To celebrate your return.”

Chiara didn’t drink any but she ate chicken and risotto, which were on Doctor Moreau’s approved list.

After lunch, Chiara announced that she was tired and wanted to nap. On the way to the bedroom, she passed her Steinway baby grand piano. She couldn’t resist a few bars of the Beethoven Pathetique. Then it was off to the king-size bed. Anthony tucked her in.

He returned to the dining room, where Renato was sipping wine.

She looks good,” Renato said. “It’s only been nine days since the shooting.”

“I’ll just have to keep her under control. She’s eager to get back to work. Speaking of which, have you made any progress in finding the shooter with your Russian contacts?”

Renato shook his head. “Nothing so far, but they’re still making discrete inquiries. They have to take it slow to avoid raising suspicion.”

“I can understand that. Have you spoken to Louise?”

“Same result.”

Anthony told Renato what happened in Turkey. As he was finishing his report, his phone rang. It was Gilles calling from Corsica. He sounded excited. “I have news for you.”

“What? Tell me.”

“It’s better if we do it in person. When can you come?”

“I’m in Milan. I just brought Chiara home from the hospital.”

“How is she doing?”

“Recovery is going very well, thanks. I can fly to Ajaccio tomorrow morning.”

“Good. As soon as you have plane info, let me know. Andrei will pick you up at the airport and bring you to my place.”

…

When Chiara woke up, Renato was gone. Anthony told her about the call from Gilles. “That’s great news,” she said. “When are you going?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Good. Do you think he found the shooter?”

“I don’t know. He wanted to talk in person.”

Anthony walked over to the credenza and pulled out two cell phones. He gave one to Chiara and shoved the other into his briefcase. 

“It’s important for us to be able to talk,” he said “These are encrypted phones. Nobody can tap in and overhear our conversation. We’ll talk only on these phones.” 

She looked alarmed. “You think someone is still pursuing us?”

“I don’t know but we have to be careful.”
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Corsica 

The three men were seated at the table on the second floor of Gilles’ house in Vico: Anthony, Gilles, and Larenzu, Gilles’ security director. Sunlight was streaming in through the skylight. Larenzu had a folder resting on the table at his place. Anthony took a sip of the very strong black coffee and waited for Gilles to begin.

Gilles turned to Larenzu, “Give Monsieur Ferrari a detailed report.”

Larenzu opened up the folder and began talking.

“For me, the key was the dark blue Mercedes SUV. The island of Corsica has a population of 330,000 with more people driving in the tourist season. However, in all of Corsica, including cars owned and rental cars, there are only forty-six dark-blue Mercedes SUVs.”

“How do you know that?” Anthony asked.

“I have a friend in the transport ministry. Automobile registrations come under his control. He was happy to open his files to me.”

“But couldn’t the car have been brought on to the island on a ferryboat, say from Sardinia, for example.”

“Absolutely. My plan was to examine the forty-six with Corsican registrations first. If I didn’t have any success, I would turn to cars that were brought onto the island. Fortunately, I didn’t have to.”

“Okay,” Anthony said. “Tell me about the forty six.”

“Twenty-four are owned by residents of the island. I had one of my men visit each of the owners. After interrogation, my men were convinced those cars were being used somewhere other than in the area of Ajaccio to Calvi on the day you were being followed.”

Anthony was impressed with Larenzu’s thoroughness. “And the other twenty-two?” he asked impatiently.

Larenzu looked at a paper in his folder. “These were distributed among five rental car companies. We hacked into their computers and learned that only one had been rented during the period you were on the island.”

“Isn’t that surprising?” Anthony asked.

Larenzu shook his head. “Our tourist season is the summer. April is only the beginning of the season.”

“Where was the one rented?”

“In Ajaccio, the day you arrived in that city. A man rented it at an Avis location in the center of the city, using a French driver’s license, with a Paris address. He’s a Russian.”

A Russian? Anthony wasn’t surprised to hear that. It confirmed his instinct that Volkov was behind the shooting.

“How do you know he was a Russian?”

“I personally spoke to the Avis agent who rented him the car. As the Avis agent was doing the paperwork, the man was making a phone call. The Avis agent recognized that he was speaking Russian.”

“Was the agent certain it was Russian?”

“I asked him that. He said that he was the branch manager, and with the increased number of Russians visiting Corsica, Avis paid for him to attend a Russian class last year.”

“What was the name of the Russian?”

“The name on his driver’s license and French passport was Vasily Petrov, but don’t get too excited about that.”

“Why not?”

“I had one of our people in Paris check the address. An old widow lives there. No one else. And the passport is a phony.”

Anthony felt as if his balloon had been burst. 

“What was the address?” Anthony asked.

Larenzu wrote it on a piece of paper and handed it to Anthony. Then he told Anthony, “It’s in Clichy, a low-income northern suburb of Paris. Lots of Muslims live there, including many from Grozny in Russia.”

“I know the area. Did the Avis agent give you a description of the Russian?”

Larenzu smiled. “Better than that. The Avis shop has video surveillance. The agent gave me the video feed. I was able to make a photograph of the Russian who rented the car.”

Larenzu reached into the folder, removed half a dozen 3x5 photos of a man and handed them to Anthony.

“Do you recognize him?” Gilles asked.

Anthony studied the picture for several minutes. Two things struck him about the man calling himself Vasily Petrov. He had a thuggish look accentuated by long side burns, a crew cut and a menacing expression. But he also looked sick, with hollow sunken eyes and a narrow face. “I don’t recognize him,” Anthony said, “but I want to know how you obtained so much information from the Avis agent. Were the police working with you?”

Gilles answered before Larenzu had a chance. “We have ways of obtaining information. That’s all you need to know.” 

The gun behind Larenzu’s jacket was visible. Anthony didn’t press the issue. He was glad Gilles was on his side. 

“We didn’t stop there,” Larenzu said. “We checked with Piaggio scooter dealers in Ajaccio. We found one who sold a gray scooter to a man who looked like the Russian in the photo. He bought it with cash on your first day in Ajaccio. It could easily fit in the back of the Mercedes.”

Now Anthony was getting excited. “Do you think this Russian is still on the island? Could we find him?”

Larenzu shook his head. “The Mercedes was returned to the Avis location in Bonifacio the morning after Mademoiselle Moretti was shot. My judgment was that he would take the ferry from Corsica to Sardinia on the day he returned the Mercedes. In fact, that’s what he did at noon on that day.”

“How do you know that?”

“The ferry has video surveillance on passengers getting on the ferry. We saw the video feed. It’s the same man who rented the Mercedes. No doubt about it.”

“What happened to the scooter?”

“It wasn’t in the Mercedes. We haven’t found it. We did, however, check the Mercedes for finger prints and DNA. We were too late. Avis had thoroughly cleaned the vehicle.” 

Gilles turned to Anthony. “What do you think?”

“I have to thank you and Larenzu. You did an outstanding job. I will tell Louise LaSalle, the Director of DGSE in France. I’ll also tell Renato Amatucci, the head of AISI, the Italian Intelligence Agency, that you were very helpful and constructive.”

Gilles was smiling. “I appreciate you carrying out your end of the bargain. Now let’s have lunch. Then Andrei will take you back to the airport in Ajaccio for your flight to Paris. You can change there for Milan.”

Anthony was thinking. Rather than returning to Milan, it would make more sense to go to Sardinia and try to pick up the trail on Chiara’s shooter. 

“Change of plans,” Anthony said. “I’m not returning to Milan.”

“You’re going to Sardinia,” Gilles responded.

“Yeah.”

“I would, too. Try to find the bastard there.”

Anthony nodded.

“You want Larenzu to go with you?”

“Thanks for the offer, but I know some people on the island. I’ll be okay.”

“There’s a boat from Bonifacio at eight tomorrow morning. After lunch, I’ll have Andrei drive you to Bonifacio. You can spend the night there.”

Following another feast with grilled lamb, Gilles walked Anthony down the stairs to Andrei’s car waiting outside. Gilles told Anthony, “I’ll reserve a room for you at the Hotel Genovese.”

Gilles did more than reserve a room. When Anthony checked into the Hotel Genovese and pulled out his credit card, the clerk said, “Not necessary. A suite has been taken care of.”

Once he got to the room, Anthony called Chiara on the encrypted phone. 

“How are you?” he asked.

“Great to be home, but a little tired. Martina has been wonderful. How was Corsica?”

Anthony decided to wait and give her a report when he returned. “We’re making progress. I expect to be home tomorrow evening. I’ll tell you everything then.” 

“Be careful. I love you.”

Anthony thought about who he knew on Sardinia. One name immediately came to his mind: Yuri Brodervich. 

When Anthony was heading up the House Intelligence subcommittee, he utilized his staff to help him build the case against Volkov for the Russian president’s plan to seize the Baltics. With the help of his staff, he developed relationships with enemies of Volkov who had fled the country. Brodervich was one of them. Yuri had been a Russian oligarch who had made billions when he and other businessmen pilfered the Russian economy as part of the privatization of government-run industries. Yuri had once been an ally of Volkov, but they had a falling-out. Yuri learned that Volkov had ordered his arrest. Before they could grab him, he escaped the country, but he couldn’t get his wife and two children out. He did, however, manage to transfer his assets to Swiss banks.

Yuri moved to Sardinia where he bought an estate on the tony Esmerelda coast. Anthony had once met there with Yuri because Yuri insisted on talking to Anthony himself, not a member of his staff.

Anthony recalled that Yuri’s estate was fortified with armed guards on the perimeter and inside the house. He fully expected Volkov to launch an attack one day. Yuri had been very helpful to Anthony in building his case that the Russian President was seeking confrontation, not friendship with the United States, and that he was pursuing an aggressive policy towards Russia’s neighbors. Anthony was confident that Yuri would do what he could to help Anthony find Chiara’s shooter and lead him to Volkov.

Before calling Yuri, Anthony wanted to talk to Renato. In addition to Yuri’s assistance, Anthony wanted to enlist the help of the carabinieri, the National Italian Police, under the authority of the Ministry of Defense. Although he had some contacts in the carabinieri, for that he had to utilize Renato. Sardinia was a part of Italy; so Renato had jurisdiction.

He called Renato on an encrypted phone.

“What did you learn in Corsica?” Renato asked.

Anthony reported what he had heard in Vico from Gilles and Larenzu.

“They did a good job,” Renato said.

“For sure. Please let Louise know and spread the word among some of her colleagues who deal with Corsica.”

“Will do. Now you’re on your way to Sardinia, and you want my help.”

“Correct. I’m sure you recall that when I was a Congressman, I met with Yuri Brodervich, a Russian émigré, who has a house on the Esmeralda coast.”

“A charming man. You have some wonderful friends.”

“I plan to see him, but I’d also like to enlist the aid of the carabinieri. Can you make an introduction for me?”

“Be happy to. Do you know Paolo Fratelli?”

“I’ve heard the name, but I can’t recall where.”

“We’ve been good friends for a long time. About six months ago, he was transferred from Rome to Alghero to head up the carabinieri on Sardinia. I’ll call and tell him to roll out the red carpet for you.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

“I’ll email you his contact info. Let me know if you need anything else.”

Anthony then took a new phone from his briefcase. Never been used before. In view of Yuri’s enmity with Volkov, he wanted to dedicate it to his communications with Yuri. That way if Volkov got hold of the number, it couldn’t be traced to Anthony. 

“It’s Anthony Ferrari,” he told Yuri.

“From the U.S. Congress.”

“I’m not with the Congress anymore, but I’d like to meet with you tomorrow morning.”

Anthony heard music and a great deal of noise in the background. “Come this evening. I’ve got a party just starting. These Italian women are amazing.”

Yuri sounded drunk, slurring his words.

“Sorry, can’t do it. I’m in Corsica. Coming over on the first boat in the morning. Can we meet then?”

“Sure, but not too early.”

“Is eleven okay?”

“See you then. You remember where my house is?”

“For sure.”

“Ciao.”

When Anthony put down the phone, he was feeling more optimistic that he’d be able to establish who was responsible for Chiara’s shooting. Thanks to Gilles, he felt as if he had turned the corner in the search for the shooter. A member of Anthony’s Congressional staff had once told him, “With modern technology, you can run but you can’t hide.”
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Washington

General Tyler had asked Major Dorsey for daily briefings on Anthony’s movements, derived from drone surveillance—more frequently if he believed justified. In yesterday’s report showing Anthony’s activities on Sunday, Dorsey had told Tyler that he picked up Anthony when he arrived at his Milan apartment building, accompanying Chiara Moretti, who entered the building in a wheelchair. He spent the rest of the day inside. 

Today, Monday, at 7:05 in the evening, Dorsey called Tyler. 

“Can we meet now on that surveillance matter?”

“Come in fifteen minutes.”

In exactly fifteen minutes, Dorsey knocked on Tyler’s office door, came in, and sat in front of Tyler’s desk.

“The target left the Milan apartment today at 6:05 a.m. A car took him to Linate Airport. By hacking into airline computer systems, I learned that he was flying on Air France to Paris and then to Ajaccio in Corsica. We hooked on to him when he arrived in Ajaccio.”

“And?” Tyler asked anxiously.

“The target got into a car and was driven to the town of Vico, to the residence of Gilles Paoli, a political figure in Corsica.”

“Good. And then?”

“He spent two hours and twenty minutes in the residence. Following that, the same car drove him to Bonifacio. He checked into the Hotel Genovese and remained in the hotel until now. It’s a little past midnight in Bonifacio, so he’s probably asleep in his hotel room. We’ll pick him up when he leaves in the morning.”

“Excellent,” Tyler said. “I look forward to your report tomorrow.”

When Dorsey left, Tyler leaned back in his desk chair and thought about what Dorsey had told him.

The reason for Anthony’s meeting with Gilles Paoli was obvious. He had enlisted Gilles’ help to find the shooter.”

“But why Bonifacio?”

Tyler rose from his desk and walked over to a side wall where he had a map of Europe. As he tapped his finger on Bonifacio, the answer came to him in an instant. Gilles must have told Anthony that the shooter had fled Corsica to Sardinia. Anthony was trying to pick up his trail. So far this was going exactly as Tyler had planned. He was congratulating himself for an excellent plan.
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Sardinia and Rome

When Anthony arrived at Yuri’s house, a tall woman in a starched black uniform led him to the glass enclosed breakfast room facing the water. He watched a white-bikini-clad water skier speed by the house.

Yuri was seated at the table, dressed in an elegant navy and gold robe with the Versace symbol on the pocket. Across the table was a voluptuous blonde in a matching robe. Hers was open on top, exposing her full bosom.

As Anthony walked into the room, she made no effort to close the robe.

“Elena, this is Anthony Ferrari, a very important American,” Yuri said. 

Elena shrugged, obviously not impressed.

Anthony hoped Yuri got rid of Elena. What he had to tell the Russian was confidential. As if reading his mind, Yuri said, “Elena, why don’t you get dressed. Anthony and I have business to discuss.” 

“I have a good head for business, Yuri.”

He laughed. “I’m sure you do. You can give me some stock tips later.”

She left in a huff with a pout.

When she was gone, a maid brought two cups of coffee and a plate of pastries. Then she quickly departed.

Yuri told Anthony, “Too bad you couldn’t come last evening. You missed a great party. With two women for every man and five bedrooms, you can imagine the possibilities.”

“Sorry, it didn’t work. Maybe next time.”

Anthony sipped some coffee and took a bite of pastry.

“What do you think of the almond torte?” Yuri asked.

“Excellent.”

“Good. I just hired a new chef. I’ll keep him …. What’s on your mind? I hope it’s another way of causing grief for Volkov.”

“It is, but I need your help.”

“Tell me. I’ll do anything to inflict pain on the bastard. He still won’t permit my wife and children to leave Moscow.”

“I have a good friend, Chiara Moretti, a famous piano player who was shot in Corsica. You may have read about it in the newspaper.”

“Never read the papers. They’re useless.”

“The story was covered on television.”

“I vaguely recall seeing something about that. She was shot on the beach running with her boyfriend.”

“That’s me.”

“Sorry, I didn’t know that. How is she?”

“Out of the hospital and recovering nicely.”

“Who the hell would want to shoot a piano player?”

“That’s a very good question. My bet’s on Volkov. But so far I can’t prove it.”

Yuri sat up with a start. “No kidding. Volkov’s a sicko. But why would he want to shoot a piano player?”

“Because she was my girlfriend. He wanted to get revenge against me. By shooting her, he was inflicting pain on me.”

Yuri nodded. “That’s the sort of shit that happens in Russia all the time, and Volkov’s usually responsible. I didn’t think it happened in France.” 

“Well, it did. Volkov has long arms.”

“Have the police in Corsica caught the shooter?”

Anthony shook his head. “They’re useless. Fortunately, I know some people in Corsica. From them, I’ve just learned that the shooter was a Russian who escaped from Corsica on the ferry to Sardinia last week.”

“How do you know he’s a Russian?”

“Somebody heard him talking Russian on the phone when he rented a car.”

“What’s his name?”

“He gave a phony name, Vasily Petrov, with a phony Paris address. But we have a photo from a video camera feed.”

Anthony took one of the pictures out of his pocket and slid it across the table to Yuri, who studied it.

“Recognize him?” Anthony asked.

Yuri shook his head.

“Can I keep the photo?” Yuri asked. “I’ll try and find him for you.”

“Sure. What will you do?”

“We have a large ex-pat Russian community here in Sardinia. I’m well connected with them. Some of them know lots of other ex-pats in France as well as Italy. A good chance one of them will recognize this man.”

“I’d appreciate your doing that.”

“Hey, I’m not doing it because I like you, although I do. No, my reason’s simple. Volkov has to pay for the terrible things he does. Once you catch the shooter, you figure you can get him to turn on Volkov.”

“That’s the idea.”

“If you get hold of him, let me tell you the fastest way to get him to talk.”

“What’s that?”

“Got to work on his cock and balls. Works every time with Russian men.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

Anthony gave Yuri the number of the phone he had called on, the one dedicated to his communication with Yuri. “Call me as soon as you learn anything.”

The two men hugged, and Anthony left.

It was a three-hour ride along the northern coast of Sardinia to Alghero, the capital of the island. Anthony passed mighty stone forts, built to keep out invaders as Sardinia repeatedly changed hands in battles over the centuries.

When he reached carabinieri headquarters in Alghero, Paolo Fratelli, distinguished-looking with black hair, parted in the center, resembling a banker except for his police uniform, had the red carpet rolled out for Anthony, as Renato had promised. Six members of the force were seated around a polished wooden table.

As Anthony presented his story of what had happened to Chiara in Calvi it was clear to him that neither Paolo nor his colleagues had heard very much about it. Also clear to Anthony was that no love was lost between the Italian law enforcement in Sardinia and the French police in Corsica. France and Italy were both members of the EU. Corsica and Sardinia were separated by a tiny bit of water, but the two islands could have been in different worlds. 

When Anthony pulled out the photo of the man he called the “no-name Russian,” Paolo immediately buzzed a secretary and told her to make 20 copies. Anthony explained that the Russian had used the name Vasily Petrov to rent a car in Corsica, but that name was a phony.

One of the officers blurted out, “Damn Russians. They’re all trouble.”

Although Anthony had no intention of telling them about his meeting with Yuri, these words confirmed his judgment. They would not have liked him involving the Russian émigré. 

As they were wrapping up, Paolo told Anthony, “If this no-name Russian, as you called him, is still in Sardinia, we’ll catch him and put him in jail in 24 hours. You can count on it.”

Anthony thought that was a bit optimistic, but he appreciated Paolo’s enthusiasm. 

Anthony looked at his watch. 

“Where are you going now?” Paolo asked.

Anthony checked airplane schedules on his phone. Nothing to Milan or Paris. The only possibility this evening was a plane to Rome. 

He told Paolo, “I’d like to make the last plane back to Rome, but it’ll be tight.”

“Give me the plane info. I’ll have them hold it for you at the airport.”

“I have a rental car.”

“We’ll take care of that. One of my men will drive you to the airport.”

That certainly was the red carpet treatment.

When Anthony shook hands with Paolo before leaving the building, the Italian said, “We’ll get right on this. Don’t worry. You’ll hear from me soon.”

In the car on the way to the airport, Anthony called Chiara on the encrypted phone. When there was no answer, he became alarmed. Oh God. I hope nothing happened to her. 

He next tried the phone in the apartment. Martina answered.

“It’s Anthony. Is Chiara there?”

“She just went to sleep. She’s still tired from the surgery and she played the piano today.”

Anthony gave a sigh of relief. “In the morning, tell her I called and I’m alright. I’ll call her tomorrow.”

His next call was to Renato. 

“How was Sardinia?” Renato asked.

“Your friend Paolo was great. I’d like to talk to you. Where are you?”

“My office in Rome.”

Anthony suddenly realized he hadn’t eaten much all day. “I’m heading to the airport to fly to Rome and starving. How about dinner this evening?

“I’m always in favor of good food and wine with you.”

Anthony told Renato when his plane arrived and promised to come to Renato’s office. They could go to dinner from there.

…

Renato selected a family-run trattoria near Piazza Santa Maria in Trastevere. He knew the owner who led them to a quiet corner table.

“I’ll take care of the food,” the owner told them. “You just pick the wine.” 

Renato selected a 2010 Sotto Castillo Barolo from Grimaldi. Once it came and they tasted, Anthony told Renato in detail about the results of Gilles’ investigation and the Russian calling himself Vasily Petrov.

“Let me see his picture,” Renato said.

As Anthony handed it to him, pasta dishes arrived, linguine with seafood in a white wine sauce. The aroma was amazing; the taste even better.

Renato tried it, nodded approvingly to the owner, and studied the photo.

“He’s not familiar. I’ll get a copy to Louise and to Interpol.”

“You want a couple more?”

Renato shook his head. “Not necessary. I can make copies.” 

They paused to eat the pasta. Then Renato said, “I already received a report from Paolo in Alghero. He’s put all of his resources on this.”

“I was impressed.”

“He’s a good man. What happened with Yuri?”

Before Anthony had a chance to answer, the pasta plates were cleared and two huge veal chops arrived, perfectly cooked with a mushroom sauce. The wine was an excellent match.

“Yuri didn’t recognize the man in the photo, but he wants to help,” Anthony said.

“He’s very well connected with the émigré community. He could get some information for you. He’ll do anything he can to hurt Volkov.”

“You can’t blame him. Volkov’s holding his wife and children hostage.”

“What’s your next move?” Renato asked.

“I’m flying to Paris in the morning.”

“Why Paris?”

“I want to visit the apartment with the address the shooter gave.”

“I thought that Gilles’ people already covered that and it was a phony.”

“I have to see for myself. Besides I don’t have anything else to do until I hear back from Paolo or Yuri.”

“Clichy is a rough place. Be careful when you go up there.”

“That’s what I’ve heard.”

 “If you go in a rental car, accept the insurance coverage.”

They finished the wine, passed dessert, and ordered a Grappa.

“How’s Chiara doing?” Renato asked.

“When I called earlier, Martina said she was sleeping. She was back on the piano today. The woman is unstoppable.”

“You two are a perfect combination.”
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Paris

It was raining at eleven in the morning when Anthony got to Clichy in his rented Hertz Renault. That suited him fine. The rain might keep the crazies off the street. 

He parked near a soccer field and walked four blocks to a public housing complex and the address Vasily had used. It was a twelfth-floor apartment in a fifteen-story public housing building. Only one of three elevators was in service. Anthony waited several minutes for it to come then made it to 12.

He tapped on the door to apartment 1203 that the man calling himself Vasily Petrov had given. An olive skinned woman opened the door, her head covered with a scarf. 

Standing in the doorway, Anthony asked her, “You speak Russian?”

She sneered and said, “Arabic and French. Never Russian.”

Anthony showed her the picture. “I’m looking for this man.”

“You police?”

“No, a friend. I have money for him.”

“Never seen him.”

Anthony believed her. He didn’t resist when she slammed the door.

He waited ten minutes for the elevator to come. When it didn’t, he headed for the dimly lit stairs. The smell of urine was in the air.

As he reached the sixth floor landing, two tough-looking, olive-skinned, scraggly-bearded men entered the staircase. One was holding a baseball bat. 

“Give me your money,” the other man said.

As his colleague raised the bat with his right hand, Anthony went for the gun in his jacket pocket. Before the man could swing the bat, Anthony shot him in the right shoulder. In the closed staircase, the sound was deafening. The assailant screamed, and the bat fell to the floor.

The other man pulled out a knife and dove at Anthony, the knife in his hand, the smell of garlic on his breath. Space was tight in the narrow staircase. Still, Anthony managed to duck and his assailant hit the wall. As he turned around, Anthony raised his right foot and drove it hard into the man’s genitals. He cried out, dropped the knife, and fell to the ground. 

Anthony scooped up the knife, shoved it into his pocket, and ran down the stairs. At the bottom, he cautiously stepped outside, wondering if these two had any others with them. They didn’t.

Calmly, Anthony walked to his car and drove away.

From the car, he called Chiara.

“How’s the piano going?”

“Martina told you.”

“Yeah.”

“I was dreadful. I can’t believe how bad I was.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. You had a serious injury. You’ve been through a lot. It hasn’t even been two weeks.”

“Doctor Moreau said I can play when I felt strong enough.”

“Okay, but don’t overdue it.”

“Have you learned anything?”

“So far nothing. I have lots of people helping me. I’m not sure when I’ll be home.”

“Please don’t worry about me. I’m fine. Just find the bastard.”

After returning the rental car, Anthony was contemplating his next move when his phone rang.

It was Paolo in Alghero.

He had promised to have something for Anthony in twenty-four hours. He was well within that deadline.

“I have information,” Paolo said.

“I’m listening,” Anthony replied and held his breath.

“The day after the Russian using the name Vasily Petrov arrived in Sardinia on the ferry from Corsica, he took a 10:30 a.m. plane from Alghero to Marseilles on Al Italia. He paid for his ticket in cash. As far as we can determine, he was traveling alone.”

“That’s great work. Thank you so much.”

“Anything for Renato. Please give him my regards.”

Anthony thanked Paolo and hung up the phone.

The news was troubling for Anthony. He had been hoping to zero in on the Russian calling himself Vasily Petrov in Sardinia, a relatively small area, but now the Russian could be anywhere in the south of France. Unlike Sardinia, that was a huge place with millions of people. And the Russian could have gone anywhere from Marseilles.

Anthony called Renato to report the news.

“What will you do?” Renato asked. 

“I’m flying to Marseilles. I have to pick up the trail there.” 

“You want my opinion about that idea?”

“You’re going to give it to me whether I do or not.”

“I think it’s stupid. Marseilles is a huge city, the second largest in France. It’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“I can’t just sit here and do nothing. Do you have another idea?

“I’ll have Louise alert the law enforcement agencies in the south of France to be on the lookout for the man in the photo.”

“Thanks. That’ll help.”

“And I can do something else.”

“What’s that?”

“Russians tend to live in segregated communities in the South of France. I’ll ask Louise discretely to show the Russian’s photo around those communities. I’ll let you know if I learn anything.”

“Okay, but I’m still going to Marseilles,” Anthony said stubbornly. 

“I thought so.”

“Meantime, have you heard from your Moscow sources about Volkov’s involvement in the shooting?”

“Not a word, but that doesn’t mean anything. They’re still making inquiries.”

Anthony sighed with resignation. They had made progress. Yet, they still didn’t seem close to finding the shooter, who was getting farther from the scene of the crime. 

When he ended the call with Renato, Anthony thought about what his friend had said. Even though he had the shooter’s picture, it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. He needed help, someone who would tell him where Russian emigres hung out, assuming that the shooter was still in Marseilles, which was a big assumption. But what the heck. It was all he had to go on. 

After thinking about it for a minute, he called Gilles. Marseilles, like Corsica, was in France, and Gilles had a broad network of people. Besides, he couldn’t think of anyone else to ask.

Gilles answered on the first ring, and listened while Anthony told him the trail ran to Marseilles.

“I’m going there, but I’d like to know whether there’s a bar, or another place, where Russian emigres congregate in this city.”

“The Club Volga, down near the harbor,” Gilles said.

“Perfect. That’s what I wanted to know.”

“When are you planning to go to Marseilles?”

“I’m in Paris now. As soon as I can get a plane. So I’ll be there this evening.”

“Let me send Larenzu to meet you there.”

“I don’t want to bother you with that. It’s such a long shot that the shooter will be there and anyone will know him.”

“It’s no bother. A friend of mine has a plane. He can fly Larenzu up. Club Volga is a rough place in a tough neighborhood, especially for an outsider.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be okay on my own. I had to deal with some pretty rough characters in Iraq when my plane was shot down.”

Gilles didn’t respond.
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Marseilles

At 10:30 that evening, a cab dropped Anthony off two blocks from the Club Volga. It was on a dark road, filled with potholes, lined with warehouses. Rain had fallen earlier in the evening, and puddles were on the road.

Anthony was unarmed. He had put his gun in the bag he checked for the flight to Marseilles to avoid having it seized at the airport screening. When he claimed the bag, the gun was missing.

In the next block, Anthony saw a red neon sign for Café Volga. Remembering Gilles’ description of a rough place in a tough neighborhood, he was thinking he may have been foolish rejecting Gilles’ offer to send Larenzu. 

“Well, there was no turning back now.”

He pushed open the door and entered a smoke filled room. It was crowded and noisy. Anthony paused in the doorway and looked around. Off to the left was a long wooden bar. To the right, a bikini-clad, buxom brunette, gyrated around a pole.

He spotted one empty seat at the bar and made a beeline for it.

He told the waiter, heavyset with a white food-stained apron, to bring him a beer. When the waiter returned with the drink, Anthony put a twenty Euro note on the bar. He removed the photo of the shooter from his pocket and showed it to the bartender.

“I’m looking for this man,” he said in French. “Have you seen him?”

The bartender studied the photo, then shook his head. Swiftly, he pocketed the twenty Euro note and moved away.

As Anthony contemplated his next move, a tall thin man about sixty, with a neatly trimmed black beard, sprinkled with gray, approached Anthony. He was dressed in a gray suit, no tie, shirt open at the neck. The suit looked as if it had been expensive, but was now shabby.

“I know a lot of people,” the man said. “Maybe I can help you.”

Anthony picked up the photo resting on the bar and showed it to the man.

“You know him?”

“I do.”

“Who is he? Where can I find him?”

“Let’s go outside to talk.”

Anthony was anxious. “Why not in here?”

“He has friends. People listen. I don’t want trouble.”

That made sense to Anthony. Though it was risky going off with this stranger, he decided to take a chance.

“Okay,” Anthony said.

The man led the way to the back of the Club Volga, past the bathrooms, to a rear exit. It led to a dirt-covered parking lot in the back.

Anthony saw about twenty parked cars, no other people.

“Who is he? Where can I find him?” Anthony repeated.

“You don’t know me. Do you?” the man asked.

Anthony stared at him for a minute, but he had no recollection of having seen him before.

“No, I don’t recall that we’ve met.”

“I didn’t think so. My name is Peter Brezinski. When you were in the U.S. Congress, you ordered the U.S. government to impose economic sanctions on me, and you didn’t even have any idea who I was.”

“You were a close advisor to President Volkov and the architect of the plan to take over Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. That’s why we did it.”

“I was then. He severed his relationship with me after that. I suffered financially as a result of your sanctions. I had to leave Russia. You destroyed my life.”

Anthony was considering how to respond when the back door to the Club Volga opened. Two beefy-looking blonde men came through the doorway and walked toward Anthony and Peter. One of them pulled a gun from a chest holster. 

Trying to conceal the terror he felt, Anthony said, “There must be some type of agreement we can reach.”

Peter laughed. “That’s an American response. In Russia, we settle a dispute like this with a gun.”

“But I don’t have one.”

“Unfortunate for you.”

Peter raised his right hand. Anthony guessed he was preparing to give the armed man an order to shoot.

Before he did that, the door to the club opened again. 

Gun in hand, Larenzu burst through the door. Startled, Peter froze with his hand raised.

Without saying a word, Larenzu took an instant to size up the situation. Then he opened fire on the man with the gun. Larenzu hit him in the right knee cap. The man screamed in anguish, dropped the gun, and fell to the ground. 

At the same time, Anthony attacked the other beefy man, who was preoccupied with watching his colleague. Anthony, the former football player, dove through the air, knocking the man down. Before the man had a chance to react, Anthony pounded his fist into the thug’s face until he passed out. 

When Anthony stood up, he saw that Larenzu had raised his gun again. This time aiming at Peter. Anthony motioned for him to hold his fire.

“Now maybe, you can talk,” Anthony said to Peter. “Who’s the man in the photo?”

Peter hesitated. The man on the ground was crying, “Help me. Help me.”

“You can end up like him,” Anthony said. “You have three seconds to tell me where the man in the photo is, and where I can find him.”

“His name is Nikita Ivanov,” Peter stammered, sounding terrified. “He lives in Biarritz.”

“Was he close with Volkov also?”

“At that time, yes. Now, I don’t know.”

The man on the ground screamed.

Peter pointed to Larenzu “Tell him to put the gun down.” 

Ignoring his words, Anthony said, “Give me an address for Nikita.”

“I don’t know.”

“Then you better call somebody who does.”

Peter took out his phone, made a call, and said, “Rue Napoleon, Number 17.”

“Why would Nikita want to shoot a famous piano player by the name of Chiara Moretti?”

“I haven’t seen Nikita in years. I have no idea. You’ll have to ask him.”

Larenzu interjected. “I could get him to tell us.”

Peter grimaced. Anthony stared hard at him and decided he was telling the truth. They wouldn’t gain anything else from him.

“Do you have a car?” Anthony asked Larenzu. 

The Corsican pointed. “Parked over there.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Anthony turned back to Peter. “You better get your friend to a hospital.”

Larenzu grabbed the gun that had fallen on the ground, and they raced to Larenzu’s car.

“When they were out of the area, Anthony said to Larenzu, “Thank you for saving my life.”

“That’s why Gilles sent me.”

“How can we get to Biarritz?”

“I have a plane and pilot standing by at the airport. He’ll take us.”

…

It was almost three in the morning when Larenzu, driving a car he had hotwired in a Hertz parking lot, with Anthony beside him, pulled up in front of number 17, Rue Napoleon. It was a three-story gray stone building about four blocks from the sea. 

Larenzu shined his flashlight on the directory in front. “Nikita lives on the ground floor,” he told Anthony.

The front door was unlocked. They went inside to the reception area and approached the door to the ground floor apartment.

Anthony pushed the doorbell. When there was no immediate response, he pounded on the wooden door.

From inside, a woman shouted something in Russian. Then she opened the door. She was short, blonde, and busty with a hard, tough look, wearing tight-fitting jeans, unsnapped at the waist and a blue shirt misbuttoned, showing that she had thrown on the clothes hastily.

She said something in Russian.

Larenzu translated. “She wants to know who we are.”

“Ask her if she speaks French or English.”

Larenzu did and the answer was “nyet.”

Anthony realized that he’d have to use Larenzu to translate.

“Tell her we’re looking for Nikita Ivanov.”

The reply was that Nikita was her husband, but he wasn’t at home. A couple hours ago the police took him away. She didn’t know where they took him. She claimed to not know why he had been arrested, but Anthony watching her face was sure she was lying about the last point. Otherwise the woman was credible.

Two teenage girls in pajamas came into the living room, behind the woman. They said something to her. She turned around and waved at them, sending them back to bed.

Then she said something else to Larenzu. He translated for Anthony. “She wants to know if we can get her Nikita back.”

“Tell her that we’ll try.”

As they walked away from the house, Larenzu was working his phone. “The police headquarters is about a five minute drive.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

The police headquarters was in another three-story gray stone structure. Larenzu charged in as if he belonged. Anthony followed behind.

They encountered a rookie, a tired-looking young officer, not even 25, behind the counter. He had carrot-red hair and a pockmarked face. 

He stood up and straightened his police uniform. No one else was in sight.

“Can I help you?” the rookie asked.

“We’re looking for Nikita Ivanov,” Larenzu said in French.

“And who are you?”

“We’re from Corsica. We want him for a crime there.”

That was sort of true, Anthony thought.

“The rookie looked flustered. Instead of asking Larenzu for his ID, he said, “You’re too late by about an hour.”

“What do you mean, too late?” Larenzu said.

“The chief got orders from Paris to take Nikita Ivanov out of Biarritz. They moved him up north.”

“Where?”

They rookie shrugged. “Chief didn’t know. Said the orders came from the top in Paris.”

Anthony broke in. “Thanks. We’ll call Paris.”

As they walked back to the car, Anthony was thinking: police matters like this came under the jurisdiction of Yves Caron, the Interior Minister. Was it possible that Yves knew about Nikita’s arrest and gave the order to get him out of Biarritz with its large Russian population?

Only one way to find out, and he had no intention of waiting until morning. Things were happening now. He took out his phone and checked contacts. He didn’t have Yves cell or home phone number, but he thought Chiara might have the home phone number of Chloe, Yves’ wife. He went into her contacts and located Chloe’s home phone number.

When they were back at the car, he dialed.

Yves answered in a sleepy voice. “Who is this?”

“Yves. It’s Anthony Ferrari.”

“You’re calling me now. Do you know what time it is?”

“When you visited Chiara in the hospital, you said that you’d do everything possible to find the shooter and that I should feel free to call you at any time.”

“I didn’t mean the middle of the night. Couldn’t this wait until morning?”

Anthony ignored Yves’ words and pressed on. “The shooter was Nikita Ivanov, and your police have him under arrest.”

“I know all of that. This evening the police in Biarritz got an anonymous tip that he was drunk, shooting off his mouth at a bar, about what he had done in Corsica. In view of the importance of Chiara and the crime, I received a call about it. I told them to arrest him and take him up to Bordeaux for interrogation. We have a lot more resources there.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was planning to call you in the morning, like a civilized person.”

“I want to go to Bordeaux and see him.”

Yves laughed. “You have to be joking. You’re not exactly in French law enforcement. When we finish the investigation, I’ll let you know the status. He may not even be the shooter.”

“He is.”

“I’m glad to hear that, but we can’t take your word to the judge. Do you mind if we build our case properly? Believe me, Anthony, if Nikita Ivanov is the one, I want him to pay for what he did.”

“But we also have to find out who set him up to do it.”

“Absolutely. We’re on the same page.”

“Will you keep me informed?”

“Yes. Now can I go back to sleep?”

Anthony hung up the phone and reported on the call to Larenzu. At the end, Anthony asked the Corsican, “What do you think?”

“I’m sorry we didn’t capture Nikita first. I would have forced him to tell us who hired him.”

“And the police won’t do that?”

“Unless it’s terrorism, they don’t use enough force on the people they arrest. But maybe they will in this case, because Chiara is famous.”

Anthony concluded that he and Larenzu had done all they could together. “I think we’re finished,” he said. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“Where will you go now?”

“To sleep. I’m exhausted. Maybe you can drop me at the Hotel Du Palais.”

“Okay.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll have my friend, the pilot, take me back to Corsica.”

Anthony’s plan was to sleep for four or five hours. Then fly back to Milan. He had to wait and see how the police interrogation of Nikita unfolded.
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Milan

At the airport, the next morning, Anthony called Renato and briefed him on what had happened yesterday and Nikita’s arrest. He complained about being frozen out of the process, but Renata told him, “You have to leave it to the French criminal justice system. Let me hook in Louise. We’ll hear what she says.”

After a couple of minutes, Renato had Louise on the line, and Anthony repeated what he had told Renato. “This is the first I’ve heard any of this,” she said, sounding irate.” I’ll get on the phone with Yves as soon as we finish this call. I’ll let you know if I learn anything else.” 

Anthony’s plane was delayed, and he didn’t arrive in Milan until seven in the evening. When he approached the door of the apartment, he heard the sound of the piano.

As soon as he opened the door, Chiara stopped playing.

“I’m glad you’re back on the piano,” he said.

“I sound horrible.”

“You sound wonderful.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Martina had cooked dinner: pasta with eggplant and mushrooms along with baked sea bass. She had gone home early. The food was warming in the oven.

Once Anthony opened a Barolo by Vajra, and they sat down at the table, he gave Chiara a detailed report on everything that had happened. “So we know who the shooter is. Nikita Ivanov, a Russian, and the police have him in custody.”

The fork fell out of Chiara’s hand and landed on the table with a thud.

Her face turned pale. “A Russian, did you say?”

“That’s right.”

He took Nikita’s photo out of his pocket and slid it across the table. “He’s the man. Have you ever seen him before?”

Looking unstrung, she shook her head. “Are you sure he’s a Russian?”

“His real name is Nikita Ivanov. He gave a phony Russian name to the Avis agent in Corsica when he rented the Mercedes that was following us, and he was speaking Russian on his cell phone. I met his wife in Biarritz, and she’s Russian. So the shooter is definitely a Russian. But we still have to know who hired him.”

Looking at her tense expression, biting her lip, he thought about Louise’s theory that Chiara had been a spy for the Russians, feeding them information about him. Now that they were in love, she had decided to quit and Volkov sent someone to kill her.

“No ….No … That couldn’t be,” Chiara said.

“Listen, Chiara, what’s going on here. You have to tell me. Both of our lives are at stake.”

She raised her right hand and covered her face. For a full minute she didn’t respond. Finally, she said, “You’re right. I have to tell you.”

She took a deep breath and began, “A month after that Columbus Day when we met at the White House, I went to Moscow for a concert. The concert was on a Saturday evening. During the day, I rehearsed in the morning. Then rested in the afternoon alone in my hotel room.

“About four o’clock in the afternoon, I had a visitor. A terrifying looking man with a shaved head and wire framed glasses in a military uniform. He showed me his ID. He was Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov, an officer in GRU, one of the Russian intelligence agencies. I’m sure you’re familiar with them.”

“Of course. They’re a vicious group that’s a unit of the Russian military. Why did the colonel come to see you?”

“He wanted me to spy on you, to obtain information about what you were doing and to pass it along to them.”

Anthony gripped the arms of his chair tightly. Louise wasn’t outrageous in her conjecture. And Anthony was furious at Chiara. Why the hell hadn’t she told him this before now? He tried to remain calm to hear her out. “What did you say?”

“That was ridiculous. I would never spy on you for the Russians.”

“And he said,” Anthony replied impatiently.

“Please don’t rush me, Anthony. This is difficult.”

“Alright. Take your time,” he responded sharply.

“The colonel said that I had twenty-four hours to consider his request. As I thought about what he’d said, he’d told me I should realize that he had witnesses prepared to testify …”

She interrupted herself and took a detour. “Let me tell you about the Tchaikovsky piano competition.”

Anthony was ready to scream: “Finish your sentence,” but he kept still, letting her tell him in her own way.

“This is perhaps the most prestigious piano competition in the world for pianists between the ages of 16 and 32. My father, a violinist with the Turino Opera Orchestra, taught piano, and he began teaching me piano from the time I was three years old.”

“Was your mother a musician also?”

“No, she was an executive with Fiat. My father knew I had talent. He drove me hard, relentlessly to be a great pianist. His goal was for me to win the Tchaikovsky. That would launch my career at the top echelon. Just as it had for Von Cliburn who won the first Tchaikovsky at the age of 23 in 1958.

“When I was 24, my father and mother took me to Moscow for the Tchaikovsky, and I won. I was ecstatic. It was the happiest day of my life and my parents’ as well.”

Anthony wondered what this had to do with Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov, but he guessed that was coming next.

“The colonel told me that he had witnesses prepared to testify that my father used my mother’s money to bribe two of the judges in the Tchaikovsky competition, and that was the reason I won. I told him that was absurd. My father would never do anything like that. He didn’t even speak Russian, but of course my father was dead and couldn’t defend himself. The colonel said this disclosure would destroy my career.”

“What did you do?”

“It was all a pack a lies. I was so upset, but I had to put it out of my mind and be perfect that evening in my performance, which I managed somehow to do. After the concert, they had a reception in my honor. Russian President Volkov came. Also, the colonel was there. When President Volkov came over to congratulate me and to tell me how much enjoyed my performance, I did something gutsy. I didn’t think I’d have the nerve to do it, but that was all I could think of doing.”

She paused and sipped some wine.

Anthony leaned forward in his chair.

“I asked President Volkov if I could speak to him privately. He was very gracious and said, ‘Of course.’ He waved away his security people and led me to a side room. Through the corner of my eye, I saw the colonel glaring at me. When Volkov and I were alone in that room, I told him what the colonel had demanded of me that afternoon. Volkov said that he had no idea about any of this, and he was appalled. He told me that he would take care of it and that nothing about the Tchaikovsky would be publicized. I thanked him and returned to the reception. The colonel was gone.”

“Did you believe Volkov, that he didn’t know? That the colonel wasn’t acting for him.”

“I absolutely did. He told me that my piano playing was a gift that few had and no one should ever interfere with that. I know that you despise Volkov. Perhaps I’m naïve, and unfamiliar with politicians, but to me Volkov sounded sincere. And at any rate, these ridiculous charges about bribery were never released.”

“Did you ever hear from the colonel again?”

“Only once. The next morning when I was in my hotel room in a bathrobe, the door suddenly opened. The colonel came in and shut the door behind him. 

“‘You think you were so clever,’ he said. ‘Let’s see what you do now.’”

He dropped his pants and began stroking himself, preparing to rape me.

Terrified, I screamed. 

Fortunately, a maid heard me and rushed into the room.

He pulled up his pants, then said, and I’ll never forget his words, ‘When you play the piano, you always face the keyboard. It’s impossible to watch your back.’ 

He left the room and slammed the door behind him. I never heard from the colonel again. For the last three years, I have lived with the fear that he would strike at me. Now when you told me a Russian was the shooter, I’m convinced that the colonel arranged this shooting as an act of revenge.”

“Is that it? The end of the story?” Anthony said.

She nodded.

He stood up, his face flushed with anger. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me as soon as this happened. And certainly after the shooting, when I asked you if you had any enemies. My God …” He was raising his voice, shouting. “I’ve been running around the world, almost getting killed or landing in a Turkish jail, and you never even told me any of this.”

He paced around the room, shaking his head. “You even told that bastard Volkov about the colonel, but you didn’t tell me.”

She burst into tears. He moved in close to her. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why were you hiding this?”

“Be … because,” she stammered, “because I love you and I didn’t want to lose you.”

He sat back down at the table, across from her. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would I break up with you if you told me the truth about what happened with the colonel and Volkov?”

She picked up a napkin and wiped her eyes. Then she looked down at the table for a few seconds. When she looked up, she stared at him.

“I was afraid,” she was speaking softly. 

He leaned forward, straining to hear.

“Afraid,” she continued, “That you would not believe me. That you would think I was spying on you.”

When he didn’t respond, she added, “And that’s exactly what happened. You don’t believe me. Do you?”

Anthony was conflicted. He wanted to believe her with all of his heart, but he couldn’t overcome the fact that she hadn’t told him before. And even if she was telling the truth, he was left with his anger. At any rate, he had to find out who was responsible for Nikita Ivanov shooting her. Somebody had arranged for him to do it.

She pointed to the photo. “Do you think the colonel could have arranged for that man to shoot me?”

“It’s certainly possible.”

“Then I’m scared. He’s terrifying. I know that he’ll try again. How can we stop him?”

“First let me do some digging to find out if he was responsible.”

“How will you do that?”

“I know some key Russian officials from my former life. I’ll try to get information from them about the colonel. Also see if they know anything about the shooting.”

“Oh, thank you so much. Now will you hold me in your arms in bed. I’m frightened. That man with his shaved head was horrible.”

They went into the bedroom. He held her in his arms. She was trembling.

After ten minutes she stopped shaking. A half hour later, she fell asleep. He extricated himself from the bed, and went into the living room. He poured a grappa and stared out of the window. He wondered if he was being unfair to Chiara, not accepting what she’d said, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He had to know for certain. He couldn’t live with her like this, with a cloud hanging over them. And if she had been telling him the truth, he had to eliminate the colonel before he tried again. 

He racked his brain, trying to come up with a way to obtain some information. One possibility was for him to fly to Moscow, using a phony passport, as he did in Turkey. The risks in Russia were even greater, and he didn’t know who he could get to help him there. It was an insane thought, but he was desperate.

He went over to his computer and checked flights to Moscow tomorrow. Then it struck him: Stanislav Turgenov was now the Russian Ambassador to the EU, stationed in Brussels. He and Stanislav had forged a close bond when Anthony had been in the Congress and Stanislav had been stationed in Washington. Using their back channel for communications, Stanislav had told Anthony about Volkov’s plan to invade Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania, which enabled Anthony to thwart the attack. Anthony was confident that if Stanislav knew anything about Chiara’s shooting, he would tell Anthony. And he might even do some investigating. If he came up empty with Stanislav, Anthony could then focus on going to Moscow and what he could do there. 

Although Anthony had Stanislav’s phone number, it was only for use in extreme emergencies because Russian security monitored his calls. So they had regularly used intermediaries to set meetings. And that’s what Anthony did now.

He called Roger Parker, the U.S. Ambassador to the EU, a friend and former colleague of Anthony’s from Congress. Roger had been Chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. When Roger had gotten the Brussels post and Stanislav was stationed there, Anthony and Roger had developed an elaborate code when he wanted to meet with Stanislav. Resorting to that now, Anthony told Roger, “I have to be in Brussels tomorrow. I heard you have some great new art work in your offices. I’d love to stop by and see it. What time is good for you?”

There was a slight pause. Then Roger said, “Good to hear from you, Anthony. My schedule tomorrow is unsettled. I’ll call you in the morning with a good time. Always a pleasure to hear from you.”

Anthony slept fitfully that night with the phone next to the bed. At six, he left the bedroom and Chiara with the phone in his hand. He fixed a double espresso and waited for Roger’s call.

At seven, the phone rang. “Can you come at four in the afternoon?”

Four meant one o’clock, just in case the Russians were tapping Rogers’ line. Anthony now knew that he had a meeting with Stanislav at one at the U.S. Mission. “I’ll be there.”

When Anthony finished the call with Roger, Chiara was still sleeping. Anthony left her a note that he had to go out of town to do some digging. “I don’t know when I’ll be back.” 

He had another coffee, then left the building. Checking security in front, he saw two men were on duty and alert. He took a cab to Linate to catch a plane to Brussels.
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Brussels

Anthony arrived at the U.S. Mission at ten minutes past twelve on a bleak, rainy, and dreary morning. Roger was waiting for him in a visitor’s room off the entrance. 

“I invited Stanislav to come here for a private lunch at one to discuss topics of mutual interest.”

“Does he know I’ll be here?”

“I didn’t say anything. Not even an oblique reference. Their security has gotten even tighter on their own people. I think it’s a manifestation of Volkov’s paranoia. At any rate, I have a private room arranged. It’s clean. You can talk freely there. I’d just as soon not sit in, but if you want me to …”

Anthony was happy to hear that. The topic was both personal and private. He wanted to be alone with Stanislav. “Thanks, but I’ll be okay myself.”

Forty-five minutes later, Anthony was standing in a small private dining room, watching rain pouring down outside and pelting the window when the door opened. Anthony wheeled around. The well-dressed Russian, in a double breasted pin striped suit and blue tie, thick brown hair sprinkled with gray, stepped forward and hugged Anthony.

“I was hoping it might be you,” the Russian said. “I wanted to tell you how sad I was to hear about Chiara. Not just for you, but for the music world. For obvious reasons, I thought it best not to call or write.”

“Thanks. I understand. The good news is that she’s back on the piano, attacking the keyboard with a vengeance.”

“Oh, I’m so happy to hear that.”

Lunch was on the table. Chicken Caesar salads with iced tea and coffee.

“How is your family?” Anthony asked.

“All well, thank you. My daughter, Masha, begins at the university in the fall.”

“Here, or back in Moscow?”

“Masha’s the smart one in the family. She’s going to Oxford.”

“Happy to hear that.”

After they ate for a few minutes, Anthony said, “I want to ask your help.”

“What’s it about?”

“Chiara’s shooting. The French police think they have the shooter in custody, a Russian emigre by the name of Nikita Ivanov.” 

Anthony took Nikita’s photo from his pocket and showed it to Stanislav. 

Stanislav studied the picture and returned it to Anthony. “I’ve never seen him before. Haven’t ever heard the name.” 

“Even if he’s the shooter, that’s only part of it. I still want to know who put him up to it. One obvious possibility is that Volkov arranged Chiara’s shooting to gain revenge against me.”

“That thought occurred to me as soon as you said the shooter was a Russian.”

“Would it be possible for you to obtain information on that?”

“I can certainly try, but I’m not optimistic. For the nasty stuff, assassinations and the like, Volkov doesn’t use any of the intelligence services or other government officials. He’s assembled a private little army. They keep the information to themselves, but I’ll see if anything has leaked out.”

“I appreciate that. I’m also interested in Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov. He was with the GRU about three years ago. Have you ever heard of him?”

“Cruel and sadistic monster with a shaved head. I haven’t seen or heard of him for a couple of years. Seems to have dropped off the face of the earth. You think he may have been responsible?”

Anthony decided he had to level with Stanislav.

“At one point he tried to recruit Chiara to spy on me. He threatened her, but I don’t know what happened after that. The fact that she was on his radar screen makes him a suspect.”

“I agree with that.” 

“Can you find out anything about his effort to recruit Chiara, and whether he might want to gain revenge against her?”

“That’s a tall order, as you Americans say.”

Anthony could see that Stanislav was hesitating. “It would mean a great deal to me.”

“For you, Anthony, I will try. I have good sources in the GRU. Let me make some discrete inquiries.”

“How do you want to report back to me?”

Stanislav thought about it for a minute, then said, “Tomorrow evening there’s a reception at the residence of the French Ambassador to NATO in honor of his retirement. I’ll be there. I’m sure Roger can get you an invitation. We’ll be able to escape from the crowd for a few minutes to talk.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

Anthony flew back to Milan. When he entered the apartment, he saw Chiara sitting on the piano bench. The lid was closed. She was crying.

He rushed over to her. “What happened?”

“I can’t play. My career is over.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Giacomo called. My debut after the shooting is May 20 with the Paris orchestra. Six months ago, I stupidly agreed to play the Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto No. 3. It’s incredibly difficult. I have no chance of being ready.”

“You still have lots of time.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. If I weren’t so stupid, I would tell Giacomo to cancel the concert.”

“No don’t do that.”

“And besides all that, the man I love, who I thought loves me, believes I’ve been spying on him.”

“I never said that.”

“But you didn’t say you believed me.”

He sat down next to her and placed an arm around her. 

“Don’t you want to know what I did today in Brussels?”

“No. I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”

“I was in Brussels, trying to get information on the colonel and to find out who shot you. I’m going back tomorrow. I may have some answers then.”

“Good for you.”

“How about if we have dinner?”

“You can eat yourself.”

She stormed out and headed to the bedroom. He heard the door slam.

As he stared at the closed bedroom door, he thought; she’s an artist. She’s temperamental. She’ll come around.

Meantime, he had to know what had happened with her and the colonel. He hoped that Stanislav would have an answer for him.
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Brussels

Before flying to Brussels the next day, Anthony called Yves Caron to find out what happened with the interrogation and investigation of Nikita Ivanov. Yves was curt. “No definitive information yet. I’ll let you know.”

Anthony had pressed him for details, but Yves said he had to take another call and hung up. 

When Anthony arrived in Brussels, at six in the afternoon, he stopped at Roger’s house for a drink. His wife and children were traveling in the US. The two of them drank scotch and chatted about developments in Washington. It was obvious to Anthony that Roger liked President Young. They agreed to disagree about the president.

Together, they went to the residence of the French Ambassador. A petite young woman asked for their IDs, compared them against her guest list, and waved them into the mansion. It had been built by a Belgium industrialist, who had sold it to the French government when his company went bankrupt during the Great Depression.

Once they were in the reception area, Roger told Anthony, “Have fun,” and he peeled away.

Anthony went over to the bar and got a scotch on the rocks. Then he drifted through the crowd in search of Stanislav, but he didn’t see him. He felt a tugging on his arm. Anthony wheeled around and saw Louise dressed in a burgundy Chanel suit.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“It is my country’s reception, or have you forgotten.”

“That’s funny.”

“I could ask you the same question. What are you doing here?”

“Business development for my consulting business.”

“Well, when I saw your name on a routine scan of the guest list, I took the train up. We have to talk.”

“Talk about what?”

“Chiara. And this is confidential. Come with me. I have a private place.”

He wondered what the hell she had in mind, but he had to hear her out.

“Follow me,” she said.

And he did. She climbed the stairs to the second floor, swaying her derriere in the tight skirt as she walked. She always did that very well.

He followed her into a bedroom with a large king sized bed. Once she closed and locked the door, and they were standing next to the bed, he said, “Okay, what’s this about?”

“I was right, Tony,” she said with glee.

“Right about what?”

“Chiara was spying on you for Russia.”

“And what do you base that on?”

“A month after you and the pianist began your torrid love affair, she gave a concert in Moscow. At the end of her performance, they held a reception for her. Volkov was there. And at one point Volkov took her off into a private room just like we are now. No aides. No security.”

Everything Louise had told him was consistent with what Chiara had said. He was surprised that Louise’s intelligence was so good. 

He had no intention of sharing with Louise Chiara’s discussion with Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov.

“So what?” he said. “That doesn’t prove she was spying for Russia. Volkov may have merely wanted to tell her how good she had played.”

Louise shook her head. “You are so naïve, Tony. You’re thinking with your little head, instead of your big one. Volkov could have told her that in the reception. He didn’t need a private conversation. He didn’t even include his security people. There is no other explanation.”

“That’s pure speculation on your part.”

“And now,” Louise said, ignoring his words, “the pianist has decided that she doesn’t want to risk losing her lover so she tells Volkov she wants to stop. He responds by arranging to have one of his thugs shoot her. It all fits perfectly.”

“I don’t believe it. And nothing you said changes my mind.”

“Stop being so pigheaded and admit that I’m right. I’m only trying to help you, Tony. Don’t you realize that?”

“I don’t want your help.”

Anthony’s back was to the bed. Without any warning, Louise, who lifted weights and was strong, shoved Anthony backwards. He fell onto the bed on his back.

Before he could recover, she unsnapped and unzipped his pants. She pulled out his cock, which wasn’t under his control because it was swelling. She slipped it into her mouth, while pulling up her skirt.

He had to admit it felt good, but there was no way he was doing this. He shoved her away. Then he sprang to his feet and zipped up.

“You used to be more fun,” she said. “Whenever we could sneak away from a reception, you loved when I took you into my mouth.”

“Where I come from, what you just did is called sexual harassment.”

She sneered at him. “Why don’t you file a complaint? And let me give you a tip. Take a good shower, with lots of soap, before you go home to the pianist. You’ll have trouble explaining the lipstick on your cock.”

She turned and left the room. He quickly straightened his shirt, suit, and tie, then followed her down the stairs. At the bottom, he watched Louise making a beeline for the door. She had accomplished what she came to do. Or more precisely, she hadn’t accomplished her mission.

Anthony got another drink and walked around. Still, no sign of Stanislav. He was worried there had been a complication, and the Russian couldn’t come.

Then he saw Stanislav walk through the front door and head for the bar. Anthony went there as well. 

He was standing next to the Russian when Stanislav whispered, “The rose garden in the back in ten minutes.”

Anthony arrived first. He was pretending to admire the roses. When Stanislav approached, drink in hand, no one else was within sight.

“Thanks for coming,” Anthony said. 

“I’ll talk fast. On your first question, as I suspected, I could not get any information about Volkov’s possible involvement. Don’t interpret that either way. I just couldn’t gain access to his clique of thugs without raising red flags that neither of us would want.”

“I understand.”

“Colonel Nickolai Kuznetsov is another matter.”

While Stanislav paused to sip his drink, Anthony held his breath.

Then the Russian continued. “You don’t have to worry about the colonel doing any harm to Chiara. What I learned is that about three years ago, the colonel, without Volkov’s knowledge, made an approach to a world-famous pianist, who I presume was Chiara, to spy for Russia. Volkov, a music lover, and admirer of this pianist, was enraged that he hadn’t been consulted. Two days later, the colonel was arrested and shipped to a labor camp in Siberia. The purpose of the camp is iron ore mining with picks and shovels. As of a month ago, Nikolai was a shell of the man he had been. He had lost the use of one arm and one leg. He was missing most of his teeth, thanks to the friendly guards. So I doubt that he could have been responsible for Chiara’s shooting.”

Anthony was thrilled to hear Stanislav’s words, not only because Nikolai wasn’t a threat, but also because they confirmed Chiara’s story of what had happened in Moscow. 

So, Chiara had never been a spy for Russia. Louise had learned about her meeting with Volkov. Beyond that, Louise was blowing smoke.

Anthony thanked Stanislav. Then he said goodbye to Roger, adding the words, “This was very helpful. Thank you.”

That evoked a smile from Roger.

From the French Embassy, Anthony went to the Hotel Amigo in Brussels to spend the night. When he was settled in his hotel room he took a long shower, soaping his genitalia and getting rid of the lipstick.
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Milan

It was 9:30, the next morning, when he walked into the apartment. He didn’t hear the piano.

Martina said, “The signorina is still sleeping.”

Anthony was worried. She never slept this late. Was she still tired from the surgery or was it depression?

He filled a China pot with coffee, put that on a tray with two cups, and headed toward the bedroom.

Anthony found Chiara sound sleep. He opened the bedroom curtains, then he leaned over and kissed her on the forehead.

“I have wonderful news, Chiara,” he said in a booming voice.

She sat up with a start. “What happened?”

“You never have to worry about Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov again.”

“Are you sure?”

He poured them each cups of coffee, and pulled up a chair close to the bed.

Slowly, he explained to an ecstatic Chiara what he learned from Stanislav about the colonel.

“At the end, she said, “Thank you so much for finding this out.”

“I’m just happy that I could nail it down.”

“And now you believe I was never spying on you.”

“Completely. So this is all behind us.”

She paused to sip some coffee.

“But,” he added, “I still have to find out who hired Nikita Ivanov. Make sure they’re punished and eliminate the threat.”

“I thought Yves Caron is doing that.”

“He is. I want to help him if I can. Thanks to Renato, I’ve already enlisted the assistance of Louise LaSalle,” 

 “Who’s Louise LaSalle?

“The head of French Intelligence.”

“I really appreciate everything you’re doing. Meantime, I’ll make another try at the Rachmaninoff. I’m worried I won’t be able to do it. I don’t have the stamina or the endurance,” she said in an anxiety-filled voice.

“I know you will be wonderful.”

Without responding, she said, “Let me wash my face. Then we can have some breakfast.”

As they sat down at the table, Anthony’s phone rang.

It was Yves Caron. 

“We’ve had a breakthrough in the case of Nikita Ivanov,” Yves said, sounding excited. “We solved the case.”

“Terrific. What happened?”

“Where are you?”

“In Milan. At home with Chiara.”

“It’s complicated. I’d prefer to tell you in person. Can you get to Paris?”

Anthony was weary from all the traveling, but Yves’ words energized him. Finally, they might have a breakthrough. “I’ll take the first plane.”

“From the airport, come to my office.”





PART II

ANTHONY AND RENATO
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Paris

Anthony flew from Linate to Orly. It was a twenty minute ride to the Interior Ministry located on the Rue St. Honore midway between the Elysee Palace and the Bristol Hotel. 

An armed guard in the gatehouse in front of the Ministry, checked Anthony’s ID. Then he compared it against information on a clipboard. He nodded to his colleague who opened the black wrought iron fence. 

Anthony crossed the concrete courtyard and entered the Ministry where Yves’ secretary, Madame Boucher, was waiting for him in the reception area. She greeted him, then led the way to the private elevator that ran straight to the Minister’s fifth floor office.

As they entered the Minister’s suite, she offered Anthony coffee or water. He declined.

Yves was standing behind his desk, dressed, as usual, in a custom made dark blue suit, no doubt by Lanvin, which Yves had once referred to as “my tailor,” in an interview with Figaro, a starched white shirt, and red silk tie. His face was suntanned which Anthony guessed was from the weekend at his house in St. Tropez.

Yves pointed to a chair in front of the desk. As Anthony sat down, Yves said, “Remember when we talked in the middle of the night a couple days ago, I told you that the police got an anonymous tip from a man in Biarritz?”

Anthony nodded. 

“This man called the police, talking French with a Russian accent. He refused to identify himself, but he said that another Russian, Nikita Ivanov, had too much to drink in one of the clubs these people frequent. Nikita was bragging about what a good marksman he was. He had shot an important piano player when she was running at full speed on the beach in Calvi, in Corsica. He brought her down with a single shot.”`

Listening to Yves, Anthony’s face reddened with anger. The Frenchman’s words sent a chill up and down his spine.

“One of the people in the bar,” Yves continued, “who loved music and was a fan of Chiara’s, heard Nikita and called the police. As I said, the caller refused to disclose his name. ‘I don’t want to be known as a snitch,’ he told the policeman on the phone.” 

Anthony could understand that. The Russians in Biarritz were probably a tight knit community. The caller might be ostracized, or worse.

“So we arrested Nikita. I gave the order to move him immediately to Bordeaux, the regional law enforcement center, where he could be interrogated by Bernard Simon, one of our best prosecutors in the region. Do you know him?”

Anthony shook his head. “What’d Bernard learn?”

“Nikita didn’t deny that he shot Chiara. For the first day he didn’t say a thing. After spending time in jail, he told Bernard that he wanted to cut a deal, and Bernard called me. I approved.”

“What?” Anthony said in disbelief. “Why wasn’t I consulted?”

Yves held out his hands. “With all due respect, it was a matter for the French criminal justice system in which you don’t have a position, as I recall.”

“What’s the deal?”

“It was obvious to Bernard that Nikita had been hired to shoot Chiara. So the deal was ten years in jail if he told us who hired him. Bernard took it to a judge who approved.”

“Didn’t this move very fast?”

“We wanted to get it done while Nikita was willing to talk. As you know, these people sometimes change their minds. I thought you’d be thrilled to know who hired Nikita.”

“Who was it?”

“Get a firm grip on the arms of your chair.”

“Who was it?”

“Russian President Volkov.”

Yves’ words hit Anthony hard. Sure, he had guessed that Volkov was a possible culprit, but thinking it and receiving confirmation were two different things. What it meant was the leader of the world’s third most powerful nation wanted to kill Chiara, and perhaps Anthony. Having failed in a first attempt, he would no doubt try again. 

“What exactly did Nikita say?” Anthony asked, his voice quavering with emotion. 

“He said that Volkov hired him to kill Chiara. Not you. He thought he succeeded with his first shot. So he escaped without firing again.”

Anthony thought about what Yves had just told him. Nikita’s story about a single shot aimed at Chiara fit exactly with what had happened. As for motivation, Chiara had told him that Volkov had been complimentary to her, following her concert, when he called off Colonel Kuznetsov’s effort to recruit her. So she couldn’t have been the reason. However, Anthony, while in the U.S. Congress, wrecked Volkov’s attempt to take over Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania. Volkov was now trying to gain revenge against Anthony for doing that. Killing Chiara would give him that revenge. It fit with how Volkov operated generally. Initially, don’t kill your enemy. Kill his loved one. You can then kill him later.

“Did Nikita provide Bernard with any proof that Volkov hired him?” Anthony asked.

“He told Bernard to check his bank account in Biarritz which Bernard did. It showed a deposit of 100,000 Euros, a week before Chiara was shot. The funds came from Moscow National, a Russian bank affiliated with the Kremlin. That’s your proof.”

“The attack on Chiara took place on French territory. What action will the French government take against Volkov?” 

Yves squirmed in his chair. “This is now a political matter to be decided by our president. All I can do is prepare a report and forward it to the Elysee Palace.”

“That’s not good enough for me. The woman I love almost died. You have to punish Volkov. If you can’t do that, he’ll try again.”

“I’m sorry. I won’t promise what I can’t deliver. Having been in government yourself, you should understand the limitations that restrict top officials in a democracy where political issues are involved.” 

“I suppose so,” Anthony grumbled. 

Yves reached into his desk drawer, pulled out a manila folder, and handed it to Anthony. “Here’s a copy of the transcript of Bernard’s interrogation of Nikita. You can keep it.”

Anthony was shaking his head in anger as he left the Minister’s office. He was furious at Yves for doing all this with Nikita, without consulting him. Blind with anger at Volkov for arranging the attack on Chiara. And frustrated because he doubted that the French government would take any action against Volkov. Anthony was aware that at this time, France and Russia were negotiating an energy supply deal which would send badly needed natural gas to France. Chiara and Anthony were insignificant in the context of an arrangement like that.

Anthony exited the building and walked three blocks up Rue de Miromesnil to a brasserie. He picked up a double espresso at the zinc bar and took it to a table against the wall, with no one on either side.

He read quickly, once through Bernard’s interrogation of Nikita. Then, slowly, a second time. He didn’t learn anything significant beyond what Yves had told him.

Anthony was desperate. He had to find a way to punish Volkov and block him from launching another attack, now that Volkov no doubt knew Chiara had survived. But Anthony needed help. He thought of Renato. He called his friend.

“We have to talk,” Anthony said. “Where are you?”

“My office in Rome.”

“Can you fly to Milan and meet me at my apartment this evening?”

There was a pause. Anthony guessed Renato was looking at his calendar. “I can be there about ten.”

“Perfect. See you then.”

He checked the airplane schedule and decided he could make a plane that would get him to Milan at 7:25. He raced into the street and flagged down a cab.

On the way to the airport, he called Chiara. “I’m en route to Charles DeGualle to catch a plane to Milan. It’s scheduled to arrive at 7:25 at Linate.”

“Martina will have dinner ready for us.” 
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Milan

The cab stopped in front of the apartment building in Milan. Anthony watched Alfredo, the head of his security detail, jump out of his parked car and move aggressively toward the cab. As soon as he saw it was Anthony, he relaxed. 

“Evening, Signor Ferrari,” he said.

“I was impressed with your reaction,” Anthony replied. 

“Thanks. We’re taking this assignment seriously.”

Anthony was happy to hear that, even more so now that he expected Volkov to make another try. “Unfortunately, you may get some real action,” Anthony said.

“Don’t worry. We’re ready for anything.”

Anthony took the elevator to the penthouse. Their apartment occupied the entire floor. Approaching the front door, Anthony heard the piano.

As soon as he opened the door, Chiara stopped playing, walked over and kissed him. She was wearing a pink dressing gown. Her natural color had returned to her face; she looked good.

“The piano sounds terrific,” he said. 

“Not really. I have a long way to go.”

He saw two floral arrangements in vases on a credenza. “Who sent those?” he asked. 

“The smaller is from Giacomo. The larger from Chloe, Yves Caron’s wife, with a note telling me that she hopes I’ll recover in time to play with the Orchestre de Paris on May 20.”

“Is that risotto I smell?” he asked.

“Absolutely. Martina made it with calamari, just the way you like it. My Milan doctor said I can have a little wine, but only if it’s good wine. I told him that’s the only kind we have in this house.”

He laughed, and she laughed with him. That made him happy. He couldn’t recall her laughing since the shooting. It had to be a relief after learning of Kuznetsov’s situation.

“How about a 2007 Castiglione Barolo from Vietti?” he said.

“That certainly qualifies as good wine.”

Over dinner, he told her what he had learned from Yves. She looked worried. “Do you think Volkov will try another attack?”

Anthony had to level with her. “That’s a real possibility. I spoke to the head of our security group when I arrived at the apartment this evening. They are ready for anything.”

“Isn’t there a way to end this? We can’t live our lives like this.”

“I’m working on that. Renato’s coming here at ten this evening. I’ll try to get some ideas from him. Would you like to sit in?”

She shook her head. “I’m glad you’re talking to Renato about it, but that’s my bedtime. I still get tired. And I’m afraid I don’t have anything to contribute.”

She stayed up long enough to greet Renato. Then she withdrew to the bedroom.

Anthony directed Renato to his study. He brought in the rest of the wine from dinner as well as some cheese.

“Now tell me what happened,” Renato said. 

Anthony reported on his conversation with Yves. At the end he said, “So I was right all along. Volkov is responsible. But I’m convinced the French government won’t do a damn thing to make Volkov pay. That’s where I need your help. How can we get the French president to act against Volkov?”

Renato had a puzzled look on his face. He stood up and paced around the room with his long legs. Anthony thought Renato was trying to come up with a proposal for Anthony to deal with Volkov. Instead, he said, “I don’t buy it.”

“You don’t buy what?”

“The story Yves told you about Nikita.”

“Why not?”

“It doesn’t smell right. Yves moved the process too quickly. And it all fits together too neatly. Listening to you, I thought of something Anatole France once wrote: the best evidence is perjured evidence. It proves exactly what you need. No loose ends.”

Anthony was incredulous. “ But the money came from a Russian bank with ties to the Kremlin.”

“Anyone could have sent the money from that bank.”

“Why would Nikita have put the blame on Volkov if someone else hired Nikita?”

“I don’t know. Did Bernard, the interrogator, have anything to say about this?”

Anthony shook his head. “Nothing Yves told me.”

“Listen,” Renato said sitting down. “I’m not saying for sure that Volkov didn’t hire Nikita. But I have some serious doubts. I’d like to hear it from Nikita himself.”

“How do you propose to do that? Do you think Bernard would let us interview Nikita?”

“Unfortunately not. And I can’t compel him to do it. Remember this is France. Not my territory.”

“Suppose Louise called Bernard.”

“Now you’re talking. Also, with the Volkov component it’s definitely international and under her jurisdiction.”

“Great. Call her.”

Renato checked his watch. “It’s late, but what the hell. This is a serious matter. I’ll put her on speaker.”

“Yes, Renato,” Louise answered in her usual sharp tone.

Anthony used to kid her that she never employed the normal niceties of conversation. She had laughed at him and said, “I don’t have time.”

“I’m here in Milan with Anthony,” Renato said. “We need your help.”

“Hi, Tony.” 

Renato told her about Yves’ meeting with Anthony, Bernard’s interview with Nikita, and the deal they cut with Nikita.

She reacted in a loud booming voice. “Yves should never have authorized that deal with Nikita on his own. Once Volkov’s name surfaced, we should have been involved in the Defense Ministry. I intend to talk to the Minister tomorrow. This will go up to the president. That asshole Yves won’t get away with this.”

“We have another problem here,” Renato said. “I have some serious doubts about Nikita’s story. I’d like to fly to Bordeaux with Anthony and talk to Nikita. Can you set that up?”

“What would be the point?”

His forehead wrinkled, Renato said, “I’d like to hear directly from Nikita how Volkov hired him. Who was the intermediary. How they set it up.”

“You don’t believe it was Volkov?” Louise asked.

“Fifty-fifty. Something doesn’t seem right. Maybe the fact that Yves moved it so fast. I don’t know. I’d like some confirmation. And even if it was Volkov, I’d like to know who else was involved.”

“That’s a good point,” Louise said. “If Volkov has thugs posing as diplomats in France, I’d like to kick them the hell back to Russia.”

Anthony was nodding. “I’d also like to get rid of those people before they try again.”

“Can you get us access to the prosecutor?” Renato asked.

“Damn right. I’ve worked with Bernard. He’s a straight arrow. I’m confident he’ll let us talk to Nikita. I’d like to go with the two of you.”

“That will be even better,” Renato said.

“In the morning, I’ll make sure Bernard is in his office. Then we’ll just show up without an appointment. If we give Bernard advance notice, he might call Yves, and Yves could shut us down because Bernard’s not part of the Defense Ministry.”

“Could someone have paid off Yves,” Renato asked, “to ram this deal through?”

“From what you’ve told me, I don’t have any reason to believe that,” Louise said. “Okay, here’s the game plan. I’ll confirm in the morning that Bernard is in Bordeaux. I’ll let Renato know by ten. Then we’ll meet at Bernard’s office at two. Does that give you both time to get there?”

“We’re good,” Renato said. “I have a plane on call.”

“Ditto here. Tony, how’s Chiara?”

“Doing very well. She’s playing the piano.”

“That’s great. Happy to hear it. Send me the transcript of Bernard’s interview with Nikita.”

“I’ll email it to you this evening.”

Renato powered off the phone. “I can’t get over her calling you, Tony. Does anyone else do that?”

“Drop it, Renato,” Anthony said in a surly voice. “I told you it’s ancient history.”

And Anthony meant it. Since he had met Chiara, he never had any second thoughts about Louise. 
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Washington

Major Dorsey entered General Tyler’s office carrying a stack of papers.

“The results of today’s drone surveillance,” he told Tyler. “The target was a busy man.”

“Tell me about it.”

Dorsey took a chair in front of Tyler’s desk. “This morning, he flew from Brussels to Milan and went to his apartment. A couple hours later, he flew to Orly Airport. He took a cab into the city and went to the Interior Ministry.”

That news pleased Tyler. It was exactly what he had wanted Anthony to do. At last, things were moving fast, all on track. 

“And after Interior Ministry?”

“Anthony flew to Milan and went immediately to his apartment.”

“I guess that’s it for today.”

“Wait, there’s one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“A man went into the apartment building at 10:02 pm and came out wat 11:58 pm. I can’t confirm that he went to Anthony’s apartment, but in view of his identity, it’s likely.”

“Who is he?”

Major Dorsey removed a photograph from his folder and handed it to Tyler.

“This was taken from the drone when he entered the apartment. We confirmed that he is Renato …”

Tyler completed the sentence for Dorsey. “Renato Amatucci, the Director of Italian Intelligence.”

Tyler also knew that Renato was a good friend of Anthony’s and very smart. Renato’s presence had the potential for trouble. All of Tyler’s carefully made plans could be destroyed by Renato.
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Bordeaux

As the plane began its descent into Bordeaux, Anthony thought what an amazing city it was. Most people focused on its wine business. But there was so much more to Bordeaux. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, its port was the epicenter of the incredible expansion of trade that fueled France’s commercial growth. Ships that moved from the western hemisphere and Africa, carrying goods to and from Europe, regularly docked in Bordeaux, even as the wine business was mushrooming. Then in the last 20 years, the city underwent a major facelift. Its attractive wide boulevards and restaurants now made it a mecca for tourists. 

Renato had arranged a car and driver to meet them at the airport and take them to the modern glass, chrome, and wood courthouse built in 1998 on Rue des Feres Bonie, where Bernard’s office was located. When they were in the car, Renato received a call from Louise, who told him, “I just arrived. Bernard will be back from a meeting in about fifteen minutes. Come right to his office.”

They arrived a few minutes before Bernard. When the prosecutor entered the reception area to his office and saw Louise, Renato, and Anthony, he did a double take. Louise introduced Renato and Anthony.

“Let’s go into my office,” Bernard said. 

Once they were seated, Bernard said, “I assume you’re here about Nikita Ivanov.”

“Correct,” Louise replied. “We read the transcript of your excellent interview with Nikita. We know about the plea bargain. We’d like to talk to Nikita ourselves. Could you arrange that?”

Bernard had a grim expression. Lips pressed together, he shook his head.

“What’s wrong?” Louise asked. 

“You’re too late. At six fifteen this morning, I received a call from the jail, informing me that Nikita was dead. He appears to have hung himself.”

Louise was incredulous. “This should have never happened, Bernard,” she said in an angry voice. “Perhaps in Biarritz. Not in Bordeaux.” 

Anthony wasn’t surprised. It was vintage Volkov. Have somebody carry out a murder. Then kill the assassin to cover the trail.

“Are you certain it was suicide?” Renato asked, on the same page as Anthony.

“I immediately ordered an autopsy. We should have the results in a little while. You want to go with me down to the pathologist? We can hear about it together.”

“Let’s do it,” Louise said.

Anthony was relieved that Bernard was willing to cooperate with them.

As they waited for the elevator, Bernard, looking tense, said, “I guess I screwed up. I should have recognized that something like this could happen. I should have had someone watching the prisoner.”

“That’s right,” Louise said, not cutting Bernard any slack. 

When they walked into the morgue in the basement, three things immediately struck Anthony. First it was colder than hell. No more than forty degrees. How could anybody work in a room this cold? The odor of chemicals in the air was enough to sicken Anthony’s stomach. And finally, the pathologist, a woman by the name of Francoise, couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old.

As soon as she saw them, she put down the knife she was holding, pulled a sheet over the body on the table, removed her gloves, and scrubbed her hands at a large sink.

“That’s Nikita,” Bernard said pointing to the body.

Bernard introduced his three visitors to Francoise and told her, “They can hear anything you’ve learned.”

Anthony was hoping she’d take them to a warmer place, perhaps her office, but that wasn’t happening.

“Cause of death is definitely strangulation,” Francoise said in an unemotional, no-nonsense voice. “No way of telling for certain whether he hung himself or someone else did it. No bruises on his body to suggest a struggle so my guess it was self-inflicted. But there’s more.”

She paused for a minute. Anthony and the others were looking at her with expectation.

She cleared her throat and continued in a confident, professional voice, “Nikita Ivanov, age 54, had pancreatic cancer at an advanced stage. Meaning that he was going to die, most likely within several months or so.”

“Would he have known that?” Bernard asked.

Francoise shrugged. “No way of telling. He would have felt uncomfortable, but I have no idea whether he received an official physician’s diagnosis.”

They thanked Francoise and left the morgue.

When they returned to Bernard’s office, the prosecutor said, “As soon as I learned that Nikita was dead, I called his wife, Natasha.”

“How’d she take it? Louise asked.

“She screamed at me, telling me it was all our fault. The family moved from Moscow to Biarritz a year ago. They have two children. He was working part time as an auto mechanic. The family scraped by. One of our detectives in Biarritz interviewed Natasha, but this is the first I heard about his pancreatic cancer.” 

Anthony didn’t want to tell Bernard that he had met Natasha with Larenzu.

“I wonder whether Natasha knew about the cancer,” Anthony said.

Before Bernard had a chance to respond, his office phone rang. 

“Yes … Yes … I hear you.” Bernard was visibly shook. “How the hell could that have happened? Threaten to take Natasha into custody and charge her unless she returns the money. Also talk to the bank and find out how they let this occur.”

He put down the phone and looked at Louise. “That was our lead detective on the case in Biarritz. Somebody made a serious error. We had ordered the bank to freeze the account in the name of Nikita and Natasha with the 100,000 Euros paid to Nikita from the Kremlin affiliated bank. Yesterday, right before the bank closed, Natasha moved the funds to a bank in Andorra. It’ll be tough for us to get the money back from there.”

Louise shook her head in disbelief. “Was this incompetence or was somebody on the take?”

“I sure as hell intend to find out,” Bernard said.

“Will you charge Natasha?” Renato asked.

“I doubt it. I don’t have anything that will stick.”

“You said that one of your detectives in Biarritz interviewed her?” Anthony asked.

“Yeah.”

“What did he say about her?” 

“That she seemed hard, and tough. Those were his words. Barely spoke French. The detective didn’t speak Russian, and he didn’t have an interpreter. In her broken French, she claimed to know nothing about any shooting by Nikita.”

“It was all an act,” Anthony interjected. “I’ll bet she was in this with Nikita. She knew he had a terminal condition, and she knew that he had been hired to shoot Chiara. This was his life insurance policy with her as the beneficiary. Now the proceeds are safely stashed in an Andorra bank.”

Bernard gave a deep sigh. “You’re probably right. The only other thing that caught the detective’s attention was a framed picture of Volkov hanging on the wall in the living room of their house. It had an inscription, ‘To Nikita with appreciation’. It was signed President Volkov.”

“I’ve seen those before,” Anthony said. “Volkov likes to give them to people who do his dirty work. In Moscow, Nikita must have been one of Volkov’s thugs.”

“I wonder why he moved to Biarritz,” Bernard said.

Anthony replied. “My bet is that Volkov wanted a hitman in France to do jobs here. It saves on the plane fare.”

“Anthony is absolutely right,” Louise said. “There is no question in my mind. Volkov was responsible for what happened to Chiara.”

Anthony noticed that Renato was surprisingly quiet.

They left the courthouse, and Louise pointed to a brasserie across the street. “Let’s get a coffee before we split.”

The place had only a couple of patrons. It was too late for lunch and too early for dinner. They picked up coffees at the bar. Louise led them to a deserted section in the back.

“Now that we know it was Volkov,” Anthony said, “the question is how can France punish him.”

“I’ll talk to the Defense Minister as soon as I get back to Paris,” Louise said. “I’ll push him hard to have the president impose sanctions on Russia and Volkov personally, but …”

She paused to sip some coffee. “We have a problem,” she continued. “We’re in the middle of negotiations about a new gas supply contract with Moscow.”

“Once again politics trumps justice,” Anthony muttered.

“Believe me, Tony, I’ll do what I can. I’m just being realistic.”

“I understand.”

Louise looked at her watch. “Listen, I have to run.”

When she left the table, Anthony said to Renato, “You still don’t think it was Volkov. You disagree with me and Louise. Don’t you?”

“I’m afraid that’s right.”

“Based on what?”

“A gut feeling. It all fits together too easily and neatly. Real life doesn’t work like that.”

“Don’t give me that Anatole France bullshit again.”

Renato didn’t respond.

Seething with anger, Anthony pounded the fist of his right hand into his left palm. “That damn Volkov,” he cried out. “He should pay for what he did.”

The bartender was looking at them. 

Renato put a hand on Anthony’s arm. “Calm down, Anthony. You’ve got to get control of yourself. Don’t do anything crazy.”

Anthony’s mind was racing, trying to formulate a way to get even with Volkov. He realized that Renato would never support him, regardless of what he decided. So he refused to share his thoughts with Renato.
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Milan and Corsica

On the plane back to Milan, Anthony tried to think about how he could get even with Volkov for what the Russian president had done. He couldn’t think of anything.

Weary, he entered the apartment and told Chiara what happened in Bordeaux.

When he was finished, she said, “Do you think Volkov will try again?”

He had to level with her. “Unfortunately, yes. I know Volkov. When he fails to kill an enemy, he doesn’t stop. He continues trying, again and again until he succeeds. I’ve seen him do that.”

“I almost died in Corsica. Now you’re telling me that you and I will never be safe as long as Volkov’s in his position as Russian president with all the power he has at his disposal. She was raising her voice, sounding emotional. “We’ll be living in constant terror for the rest of our lives. I’ll be frightened each time I go up on a concert stage. How can I live like that?”

Anthony was silent. He didn’t have an answer for her.

All he could do was call the people operating security for Chiara and tell them to be particularly vigilant, that another attack might be coming.

That night in bed, Chiara began crying. He held her in his arms until she fell asleep.

But sleep didn’t come for Anthony. He thought about the one other time his life he had been in danger. It was when his Air Force plane had been shot down over Northern Iraq. He parachuted safely, the only member of his crew to survive. Then he was on the run, trying to evade Saddam Hussein’s forces, who were searching for him. He managed to get to a farm run by a Kurdish family. The patriarch, an octogenarian, insisted that the family hide Anthony in a barn until Anthony could arrange for the Americans to rescue him.

Later at night, the old farmer came out to talk to Anthony. He said that he and the other Kurds all appreciated what the United States was doing with the no-fly zone to protect them from evil, cruel, and sadistic Saddam. “However,” he added, “your government made a mistake by not continuing the war, marching into Baghdad and killing Saddam.”

Anthony was sympathetic to that view, but he tried to justify the U.S. approach by arguing that the casualties would have been too great, resulting in incredible chaos in Iraq. The farmer listened politely, then said, “To kill a snake, you have to cut off its head.”

Those words reverberated in Anthony’s brain now. They pointed him to one solution, perhaps the only solution to his problem: He had to assassinate Volkov.

As quickly as it came into Anthony’s mind, he rejected it. He wasn’t an assassin. Wasn’t a criminal. Moreover, it would be a monumental task, incredibly difficult to achieve. And even if he could do it, how could he and Chiara live normal lives afterwards. Wouldn’t Volkov’s cronies hunt him down and try to kill him in retribution?

No, the idea was insane. He had to forget about it and come up with another solution.

Unable to think of anything else, he drifted off to sleep.

At 4:10 in the morning, according to the red numerals on the clock on the table next to the bed, Anthony woke up in a cold sweat and sat up in bed. He had been dreaming that he and Volkov were chasing each other in a circle, both with guns in their hands, neither able to get a clean shot at the other.

Though he didn’t like the idea, he thought again about assassinating the Russian president. It sounded crazy, and yet it was the only way he and Chiara could escape from the threat and get their lives back. Once Volkov was dead, they would be safe.

At breakfast the next morning, when Anthony and Chiara were alone in the apartment, he told her, “I think I have a solution to our problem with Volkov.”

Wide-eyed, she stared at him. “What’s that?”

“I have to eliminate Volkov before he kills one or both of us.”

“You want to assassinate Volkov?” she said, sounding incredulous.

“I’m talking about a preemptive strike that amounts to self-defense. That’s fully justified. What do you think?”

“I don’t like it.”

“Why not?”

She didn’t respond for a full minute. Finally she said, “In concept, I agree. If the French government won’t act, and we do nothing, Volkov will strike again. There’ll be a significant chance we’ll both be killed. To me, that’s no choice. But I’m worried about the risk to you. Killing Volkov, with all of his bodyguards, strikes me as impossible. And finally, once his people knew it was you, they’ll hunt you down. We won’t be free of that threat.” 

“Those are all good points. I won’t do it unless I can come up with a plan that has minimal risk, that is likely to succeed, and will enable me to avoid detection.”

Again, she thought about what he said. “Okay. With those conditions, you have my agreement. Let me know when you have a plan. We can discuss it then.”

Although Anthony expected that to be the result, he was still glad to hear her say it. 

Now he was ready to go to work. He made a double espresso, took it into his study, and booted up his computer. 

Anthony focused on Russian President Volkov. Recognizing it would be well near impossible and unduly risky to assassinate Volkov within Russia, Anthony searched for any trips Volkov was taking outside of his country. 

After several minutes of looking, Anthony learned that next week, Volkov would be traveling to Como, Italy, for a two day meeting of the G-7. Russia was not a member. Only the U.S. Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, and the U.K. However both Volkov and Chinese President Chao were invited to this gathering and both accepted.

Anthony was thinking. Undoubtedly Volkov would bring his own security people, as he always did when he left Russia. Also, during the conference, the Italian government would provide high security. Still, when Anthony had been in the U.S. Congress, he had developed close relationships with some top officials in the Italian government. Utilizing those relationships, he was confident that he could find a way to get close enough to Volkov during the conference to shoot him and then slip away. It would be difficult, but once he learned the details of the conference schedule, he could develop a plan.

As he thought about it some more, he rejected that idea. He’d never be able to avoid detection. So it didn’t meet the conditions he had set. 

A second possibility, killing Volkov when he arrived at an Italian airport, probably Malpensa, or on his way to Como might be easier. Security was unlikely to be as intense. But escaping would be close to impossible. Another nonstarter.

Feeling despondent, he searched for Volkov’s travel plans. Then he stumbled across an article in the English language Moscow Times with a caption, “Volkov to Swim in Lake Maggiore.”

Anthony did a double take and began reading, “President Volkov has announced that on April 22, the day before he attends the G-7 conference in Como, Italy, he will travel to Stresa, Italy. There at noon, in a bathing suit, he will dive in and swim in the still frigid waters of Lake Maggiore. It is anticipated that the water temperature will be 50 degree Fahrenheit or 10 degrees Celsius when President Volkov dives off the pier in Stresa. President Volkov decided to do this in order to quell rumors that he is having health issues.”

He’s also performing this stunt, Anthony thought, not only to show how healthy he is, but to draw attention to himself. He wants to steal the press coverage from other world leaders. He could have swam in Lake Como, but he preferred Stresa because he wanted the media people to flock to Stresa to cover this photo op, while deserting the other world leaders assembling in Como. It was a very clever way to obtain publicity, provided Volkov doesn’t get hypothermia. It also meant that the intense security in Como would not be in Stresa.

Anthony knew Stresa very well. Last August, he and Chiara had been house guests at a longtime friend of hers. The house was up in the hills above the city and lake, but Anthony recalled that Stresa has a magnificent hotel, the Grand Hotel Des Iles Barromees. It’s a six-story luxury hotel, across the road from the lake in the center of Stresa, that had been memorialized in fiction. The bar man in the hotel lent a boat to Hemingway’s protagonist to escape from Italy to Switzerland in A Farewell to Arms. 

Anthony, Chiara, and her friends had stopped in that bar one evening for a drink. As Anthony visualized the hotel in his mind, it occurred to him that a suite on the top floor with a balcony might provide him an excellent view of the lake, across the road. From that balcony, armed with a sniper’s rifle, he would have a perfect shot at Volkov, when he was on the pier preparing to dive in, swimming in the lake, or coming out. Obtaining a room on the top floor with a balcony shouldn’t be a problem. It was out of season; the hotel would be deserted. 

To confirm the validity of his concept, Anthony used the internet to work out distances involved. Everything fit. It was a perfect plan. 

If he had a disguise and a phony ID, and he managed to slip away right after the shooting, no one would suspect he had done it. He and Chiara wouldn’t have to worry about being pursued for the assassination.

That left only one issue: where to get the sniper’s rifle, disguise, and phony ID to use for checking into the hotel, and avoid having anything that identified him.

He couldn’t use the passport he had employed for his trip to Turkey. That and the two others he had were issued by the U.S. government and could be traced to him.

No, he needed a new French or Italian phony passport and ID.

And he needed a sniper’s rifle. 

Chiara was on the piano. Taking a circuitous route to avoid disturbing her, he walked to the kitchen and fixed another coffee, while thinking. 

By the time he returned to his study, he had the answer: Gilles in Corsica would be willing to supply what Anthony needed without asking him what he planned to do. And Gilles would be able to do it without leaving any tracks.

It struck Anthony that he was in a totally bizarre situation. He had spent time in the U.S. Congress trying to stop people doing what he now was contemplating.

He began having second thoughts, doubts about taking this action. Then he thought about Chiara lying on the beach in Calvi, bleeding profusely.

The doubts went away.

He waited until Chiara took a break from her piano. 

In a somber voice, he told her what he planned to do.

For a full minute, she didn’t respond. “Well,” he said.

“You have my blessing.”

He reiterated the time and date for Volkov’s swim and told her to watch on television. Then he told Chiara, “I’ll be going dark until then. Even though we have encrypted phones, I don’t want to risk calling you, but I’ll keep the phone on in case you have an emergency. That way you’ll be able to reach me. Just remember: no one else has the number of that encrypted phone so they can’t use it to locate me unless we talk on it.”

“Okay, I won’t call unless it is an emergency.”

“Good. I do not intend to tell Renato or anyone else what I’m doing.”

“Won’t he be able to track you by using your cell phone number?”

Anthony took his regular phone out of his bag and turned it off. Then he tossed it on the desk. “Not now, he won’t.”

In his bag, Anthony had two other cell phones in addition to the encrypted phone he and Chiara used to communicate. One phone was dedicated to talking with Yuri in Sardinia; only Yuri had that number. And a brand new phone for which no one had the number.

“Renato will be furious when he can’t reach or track you.”

“I’m sorry for that, but there is no other way. If he found me, he would try to stop me. Unfortunately when he can’t reach me, he’ll no doubt lean hard on you to tell him where I am and what I’m doing. My suggestion is that you tell him that you don’t know.”

“Don’t worry. I can handle Renato.”

Anthony took out his brand new phone and called Gilles. “I need your help,” he said. “Can I come to your place in Corsica?”

“Of course. Tell me when.”

Anthony was checking airplane schedules. He could get to Paris in time to make a 3 pm flight. He gave the flight info to Gilles. 

“Andrei will meet you at the airport.” 

He put away the phone, walked over, and hugged Chiara. 

“I’ll pray for you,” she said.

…

At six-thirty that afternoon, Anthony entered Gilles house. The Corsican took him into his second floor study and closed the door. It was just the two of them.

“Thanks for agreeing to see me,” Anthony said.

“Well, you’re family now. How’s Chiara?”

“Almost fully recovered.”

“She’s one tough woman. Did you locate the Russian who shot her?”

“He’s dead. Thanks to your good work, I had his photo which enabled me to confirm that he was in fact the shooter.”

“I’m happy we could help and glad you killed him.”

“I didn’t do it. He took his own life. But I found out who hired him.”

“An important political figure?”

“Yes,” Anthony responded without mentioning a name. Gilles didn’t have to know who it was and Anthony didn’t want to tell him. If he was going to succeed in killing Volkov and get away with it, it would be best if no one other than Chiara knew about it. 

“He should pay for what he did.” Gilles said without asking who it was. 

Undoubtedly, he realized that Anthony would be uncomfortable telling him. 

“I intend to make sure he does,” Anthony said.

“Good. The thirst for revenge runs in the blood of every Corsican. We get it with our mother’s milk. Perhaps, you have some Corsican blood.”

“That’s possible. My ancestors are from Cortina in Italy. Not all that far from Corsica. But it’s more than revenge. I’m confident he’ll keep trying until he succeeds, unless I stop him.”

“So how can I help you? Do you want me to arrange a hit on this important political figure?”

Anthony thought about what Gilles said. It was tempting to turn Volkov’s killing over to Gilles. His men could easily execute it in Stresa. No, it wasn’t what Anthony wanted. This was personal.

“I have to pull the trigger myself for Chiara.”

Gilles smiled. “For sure, you have Corsican blood in your veins. Now tell me what you need from me.”

“A sniper’s rifle. A phony passport with a credit card and driver’s license to match. And a disguise. I can’t risk anyone recognizing me.”

Without hesitating, Gilles said, “I’ll get all of them for you by the end of the day tomorrow.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“Tomorrow morning, I’ll give you a rifle. During the day, I’ll have one of my people practice shooting the rifle with you. We have a shooting range in the back of the property. That way you’ll be familiar with the rifle. He’ll pack it in a case that looks like a businessman’s valise. How do you propose to get back to the mainland?”

Anthony thought about it for a minute. Flying wasn’t an option because of the rifle. His bag would be x-rayed and searched even if he checked it through. He might be questioned by the police. Ferry was the best choice. No one asked questions of ferry passengers, or checked their luggage. In the car, on the way to Gilles’s house, he had studied the ferry schedule. 

“Day after next,” Anthony said. “Tirrenia runs a night ferry from Cagliari in Sardinia to Naples. It leaves at 7 p.m. and arrives in Naples at 8:30 a.m. the next morning. Can you get me to Cagliari to make that ferry?”

“Easily. I’ll arrange a private charter speedboat out of Bonifacio. No questions will be asked, there, or when they drop you in Cagliari. I have friends in both places.”

“Perfect,” Anthony said.

In Naples, he could rent a car with the phony ID Gilles provided. He estimated it was about an eight hour drive from Naples to Stresa via A.1. He didn’t want to arrive in Stresa until the day before Volkov’s swim. So he would spread the ride out over three days, stopping overnight in small towns on the way.

That morning, when Anthony and Gilles were having dinner, beef and potatoes, with lots good local wine, the two of them alone, Gilles said, “One reason I figure you can carry out the mission is the eight years you spent in the U.S. Air Force, even being shot down over Northern Iraq.”

“How’d you find out about that?”

“With the internet these days, much of everyone’s life, and certainly an American politician’s is an open book. One issue I couldn’t learn about, however, is how the American military was able to get you out of Iraq.”

“A Kurdish farmer rescued me. His family kept me safe until one of the Kurds’ military groups took me away in the back of a produce truck, planning to drive out of Iraq into Turkey where the Americans had a base. It all went well until about ten miles from the border. An Iraqi military unit stopped the truck and opened the back. I and the three Kurdish soldiers immediately opened fire. We killed all four of Saddam’s men.”

“How many did you shoot?”

“Two, I think. It’s not clear. Then they sped to the border and into Turkey. I’ve never wanted to talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“I’m no killer.”

“But Saddam was a devil. Killing his soldier was heroic.”

“I’m no killer,” Anthony repeated.

And here he was planning to assassinate Volkov. Was he confirming the old axiom that man’s capacity for rationalization is infinite?

That night, Anthony had trouble sleeping. He wanted to blame it on the large quantity of high alcoholic wine he had drank, but he knew better. His discussion with Gilles had unnerved him, underscoring the ambivalence he felt about what he was doing.

He recalled what happened to Chiara in Corsica, and he shrugged off his doubts.
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Washington

General Tyler was furious. As President Young’s National Security Advisor, he should have been asked to accompany the president to the G-7 meeting in Como. When Tyler asked the president’s Chief of Staff about it, he was told, “President Young directed Secretary of State Drew to accompany him.”

“But Volkov will be there,” he told the Chief of Staff. “Neither the president nor Dorothy Drew have the background to deal with him.”

“President Young has made his decision.”

Tyler called Young to appeal the division. 

Without hesitating, Young said, “I want you here in Washington to mind the store.”

“But …”

“And that’s final.”

“Okay,” Tyler grumbled. He had to suck up his anger. Resigning wasn’t an option. As long as he was in his position as National Security Advisor, he had the ability to implement his own foreign policy initiatives without the president’s knowledge.

That reminded General Tyler of his drone surveillance on Anthony Ferrari. He called Major Dorsey.

“When will I receive your report today on Anthony Ferrari?”

“I was pulling together the results of today’s drone surveillance. Can we meet in one hour?”

“Thirty minutes in my office.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be there.”

When Major Dorsey entered Tyler’s office thirty minutes later, he was carrying a folder in his hand.

“What happened today?” Tyler asked as Dorsey sat down.

The major reached into the folder and pulled out several photos. These were taken from drones.

“Tell me what they show,” General Tyler asked impatiently.

“Today, Anthony flew from Milan to Paris, and then to Ajaccio in Corsica. At the airport in Ajaccio, a car picked him up and drove him to the town of Vico in the interior. There, he met with Gilles Paoli, widely known as a Corsican warlord. He is spending the night there. It’s a large estate in the mountains with a shooting range in the back.”

General Tyler could barely restrain his excitement after hearing Major Dorsey’s words. Anthony was behaving exactly as Tyler had predicted and hoped. He was reaching out to Gilles to help him in his planning of Volkov’s assassination.
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Italy

Two days after arriving in Corsica, Anthony, traveling under the name of Jean Jacques Gautier from Paris, walked onto the ferry in Cagliari. It was 6:30 in the afternoon and the sun was setting over the western part of Sardinia. With gray hair, a gray mustache, and wire rimmed glasses, he was carrying a bag in each hand. One held clothes and toiletries Gilles had provided; the other a disassembled sniper’s rifle. For six hours today, with one of Gilles men, Anthony had become skillful at assembling the rifle and taking it apart. He also practiced firing it at a distance that approximated the distance from his hotel room in Stresa to the pier, from which Volkov would dive into Lake Maggiore.

Over dinner last evening, Gilles had told Anthony how proud he was of Anthony’s marksmanship. “You’re a natural,” he said. “I would like to give you an award, but I don’t think you want that.”

The speedboat to Cagliari had been uneventful. No questions were asked of Anthony when he had disembarked and walked toward the ferry. As he did, he glanced over his shoulder from time to time, making sure he wasn’t being followed.

The ferry was spacious, resembling a glamorous old ship with shiny white floors and silver-plated light fixtures. Anthony had booked a first-class cabin and a porter offered to take his bags and lead him to it. Anthony, holding on to the bags, asked the porter to point him in that direction, which he was pleased to do after Anthony handed him a generous tip.

From his cabin window, Anthony had a good view of the dock. He stood next to the window looking out at the harbor. He didn’t see anyone suspicious in the harbor or boarding the ferry.

As the ferry pulled away from the dock, promptly at 7 pm, Anthony breathed a sigh of relief. For all practical purposes Anthony Ferrari had disappeared from the face of the earth.

Anthony decided to have dinner in his cabin. As he ate a grilled local fish with pasta accompanied by a bottle of Turriga, Sardinia’s finest wine, he thought long and hard about what he was planning to do in Stresa. Was killing Volkov the right decision? He asked himself one more time.

In the end, after agonizing over the question, he decided he had no choice. Volkov would try, again and again, until either Chiara or Anthony or both of them were dead. And he was no match for Volkov’s power and resources.

The waiter cleared the dishes, but Anthony kept the bottle of wine wanting to finish it as well as a grappa, hoping that would reduce his tension and let him sleep. 

He thought about calling Chiara but rejected that. While they had encrypted phones, telecommunication technology was constantly advancing, and he was out of touch. For all he knew, Volkov would be able to intercept any call he made. 

He stared at the bag with the rifle under his bed. Gilles had also given him a handgun that he put next to the bed. Surprisingly, he was able to sleep for six hours.

At 6 a.m. he awoke. The sun was coming up. They were entering the Gulf of Naples. They passed the lush green, emerald Isle of Ischia. It was a beautiful morning. 

As he disembarked in Naples, his eyes kept darting around the harbor, looking for anything suspicious. He didn’t see a thing.

He located the Hertz rental car agency, a ten-minute walk, and headed in that direction. He had called yesterday and reserved an Audi sedan with GPS. He would have preferred a simple nondescript Fiat but he decided that he needed something more powerful if he had to outrace pursuers. He placed the bag with the rifle in the trunk.

After driving out of the Hertz lot, Anthony spent the next hour driving around the Naples area. Constantly looking in the rear view mirror, he stopped twice at gasoline stations and once at a fast-food restaurant and studied other cars who stopped. After an hour, he was satisfied he wasn’t being followed. 

He located a sophisticated automobile supply shop outside of Naples. There, he purchased an alarm to install in the car. When set, it would send a signal to him at a remote location if anyone tampered with the locks on the car.

Then he turned onto the A1 going north. He was still vigilant, checking mirrors for any cars that might be following. He didn’t see anything suspicious. By the time he passed Rome, he began to relax. 

At four in the afternoon, he pulled up in front of the hotel Borgo San Felice, 22 kilometers from Siena in the heart of Chianti wine country. He had called ahead to reserve a suite.

Anthony had selected the hotel because it was isolated. The property was a restored medieval castle. Being out of season, as he expected, it had few other guests.

He left the bag with the rifle locked in the trunk of the car and took his other bag up to his suite. Then Anthony set off to walk around the property, always staying in range of his car’s security system. No one approached it. He didn’t see anything suspicious.

He returned to the hotel, showered, and had an outstanding dinner with a 2013 Barolo by Vajara. When he went to sleep, he had the car security device and the handgun on the table next to his bed.
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Washington

General Tyler was sitting at his desk, anxious to receive Major Dorsey’s report on drone surveillance. Yesterday, they had tracked Anthony from Vico in Corsica to Cagliari where he got on to the ferry to Naples carrying two bags. One of them held a disassembled rifle. Tyler expected that today’s report would confirm his judgment about what Anthony was planning to do.

Tyler’s secretary buzzed him. “Major Dorsey is here,” she said.

As usual, Dorsey was carrying a folder. Today he had a somber look on his face.

“Target was on the move today. He may be getting close to taking some action.”

“Tell me about it,” Tyler said.

“Target left the ferry at eight-thirty this morning. Rented an Audi from Hertz. Then spent approximately an hour driving around Naples. It seemed like random movements, as if he wanted to make sure he wasn’t being followed. After that, he drove north on A1, passed Rome, and checked into a small hotel called Borgo San Felice, 22 kilometers from Siena. He carried one of his two bags into the hotel; left the other one in the car. He walked outside for a while. Then he seems to have gone to sleep.”

As Dorsey had been talking, Tyler had been plotting Anthony’s journey on an imaginary map in his mind. He had no doubt that tomorrow, Anthony would continue north, either to Stresa where Volkov would be swimming in the lake, or Como where the G-7 would take place and Volkov would be there. In one of those two places, Anthony would try to assassinate Volkov.

Drone surveillance had given Tyler exactly what he needed. Now it was time to shut it down. He couldn’t be in a position of watching Anthony shoot Volkov. He would either have to block him, which of course he didn’t want to do, or he would be an accomplice, which he wasn’t authorized by President Young to do. He couldn’t tell that to Major Dorsey so he needed a plausible explanation.

“I want you to terminate drone surveillance,” Tyler said.

Dorsey looked surprised. “Can I ask you why, sir?”

“We have another critical use for the drone in the Middle East. Now that we’re down to the short strokes, I have assets in Italy who can take over surveillance on the ground.”

Dorsey, being a good soldier, didn’t challenge Tyler, or try to convince him to continue the drone surveillance.

Instead, he said, “I’ll give the order to terminate drone surveillance.”

After Dorsey left, Tyler, sitting at his desk, closed his eyes and tried to put himself into Anthony’s mind. Where would he carry out the assassination? Stresa or Como?

After thinking about it a couple of minutes, he decided: it had to be Stresa. The security would be much lighter. In Como, security would be so intense that Anthony would have a much more difficult time assassinating Volkov. Anthony would have to realize that. There was no question in Tyler’s mind. Anthony would attempt to assassinate Volkov in Stresa. 
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Northern Italy

After spending an uneventful night at the Hotel Borgo San Felice, Anthony had breakfast and checked out of the hotel.

He cut across the car park to the Audi. Dropping to the ground, he looked underneath. Nothing unusual with the car. He checked the trunk. The bag with the disassembled rifle was right where he left it.

Before starting the car, Anthony thought about calling Chiara, which he very much wanted to do. After agonizing over it for several minutes, he decided not to call. Even though he had an encrypted phone, Renato would no doubt be doing everything possible to locate Anthony. And Renato had access to the most sophisticated technology. Any call to Chiara might enable Renato to locate Anthony. 

As he pulled away from the hotel, crisscrossing narrow country roads, he constantly checked his mirror. Nobody was following.

He then proceeded northward at a leisurely pace. His destination for the night was Villa Crespi on Lake Orta, another small but luxurious hotel. From the car he called and reserved a suite at Villa Crespi. Like the hotel Borgo San Felice, Anthony had never stayed at Villa Crespi before. So no one would recognize his voice.

His ride took him from central Italy into the north on back roads with incredible scenery. As he drove, he felt increasingly tense. He wasn’t a tourist. He was on his way to a date with destiny, an encounter that at best would result in the death of the Russian president, and at worst in his own death or arrest.

Villa Crespi was a magical, almost surreal place. The villa had a arabesque architecture because it had been constructed at the end of the nineteenth century, by an Italian businessman who had been inspired by his time in Iraq. He wanted to bring the Middle East to northern Italy. His answer was to construct a Moorish villa on Lake Orta.

Anthony followed a routine like yesterday. He walked along Lake Orta, had an amazing dinner in the Villa’s much acclaimed restaurant, and went to sleep.

In the morning, he walked some more, stopping to call the Grand Hotel in Stresa. He reserved a suite facing the lake on the sixth floor in the name of Jean Jacques Gautier for tonight.

At 2 p.m. he drove into town of Stresa. He located an outdoor car park a few blocks from the hotel, from which he could make an easy getaway after he shot Volkov.

Then he walked to the hotel. The air was chilly; the sun strong. The wig and mustache itched but he didn’t scratch for fear of loosening them. He was carrying a bag in each of his hands which were damp with perspiration. 

At the reception desk, he handed his passport to the clerk, a young woman with a lively smile. “I’ll make a copy,” she said. “We always do that.”

A minute later, she handed it back to Anthony.

“A bellman will show you to your room, Mr. Gautier.”

Anthony gave the bellman the small suitcase with his clothes. He maintained control of the valise with the disassembled rifle in a tight grip.

Once in the room, he checked that the door opened to the patio which held a table and chair. The outside temperature was in the fifties, he guessed. The wind was whipping off the lake. Anthony tipped the bellman who quickly left the suite.

Tomorrow, Volkov was scheduled to dive off the dock at noon. Anthony checked the weather then. Only 56 degrees was predicted, but he was sure Volkov wouldn’t abort. 

From his room, Anthony had a clear view of the dock at an angle of about 200 degrees, which was perfect. He decided to shoot Volkov right before he dove into the water. The Russian president would no doubt be posing for cameras then, bare chested in a small bathing suit, making a speech, puffing about his courage and virility.

Apart from what Volkov had done to Chiara, he really was a contemptible man, Anthony thought. He’d be doing the world a favor to get rid of Volkov. 

Anthony remained in the room the rest of the day. He ordered dinner from room service.

Before going to sleep, he put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. He walked along the corridor until he found an inside staircase. He did a trial run down the stairs, noting where it led to the lobby floor and an outside door. That would be less risky, he decided, after shooting Volkov, than taking the elevator. From the outside door, he would walk to the parking lot and his car. An hour and a half after that, he would be in his apartment in Milan, holding Chiara in his arms, while they watched television reports of Volkov’s assassination. 

Anthony slept fitfully that night. The enormity of what he was planning to do weighed heavily on him. Several times, he had second thoughts. He wasn’t an assassin. It was bizarre that he could be doing this. But he overcame those doubts by reminding himself that he had no choice. After one botched attempt, the Russian president would no doubt try again. The reality was Anthony had no alternative to killing Volkov. It was clear to him that the French government wouldn’t do a damn thing. And the Russian president wouldn’t be tried in any court of law. 

Flashing into Anthony’s mind was a picture of Chiara, bleeding on that beach in Calvi. That sealed it for Anthony and strengthened his resolve.

Volkov has to die.

Volkov will die.

The next morning, Anthony opened the curtains in the suite and the door to the patio. It was a gorgeous day. Cool, but crystal clear. No wind to complicate his shot.. He ordered breakfast from room service at 8 o’clock. After it arrived, he put the do not disturb sign on the door. Also, he fastened the chain and deadbolt.

At ten thirty, he looked at the dock. Press people were starting to gather. Anthony closed the curtains leading to the patio. He could look out through a small opening in the center, but he didn’t want anyone to see him. When he was ready to fire at noon, he would open the curtains.

Slowly and meticulously, Anthony assembled the rifle. Gilles’ associate had taught him well. It went smoothly. Then he set the rifle on a small table that he pushed in front of the door leading to the patio. Looking through the scope, and a narrow opening in the curtains, he had a perfect view of the dock. Volkov would be an easy target.

Anthony checked his watch. It was 11:15.

Forty-five minutes to go.

A crowd of about a hundred people had gathered on and around the dock.

Most had on jackets. It was chilly.

Suddenly, a phone rang in Anthony’s bag. It was the one for which Yuri Brodervich in Sardinia had the number. Anthony recalled that he had asked Yuri to get information on the Russian calling himself Vasily Petrov, and that he had given Yuri the man’s picture.

It was all moot at this point. Anthony was tempted to ignore the call, but he might need Yuri’s help in the future. Having asked for his assistance, Anthony had to talk to Yuri and find out what the Russian learned.

“I have information for you,” Yuri said in loud voice

“Tell me.”

“I learned from Russians in Biarritz that the man whose picture you gave me, calling himself Vasily Petrov, is really Nikita Ivanov.”

That was accurate, Anthony thought.

“Now here’s the important part,” Yuri continued, sounding excited, “I also learned from sources in Moscow that until a year ago, Nikita had been one of Volkov’s thugs. He did some of the dirty work for Volkov, such as poisoning political opponents. In one case, he pushed a journalist off the roof of a building, while making it seem like suicide. He also arranged for trucks to run down businessmen who dared to defy Volkov. That sort of thing.”

“Then what happened a year ago?” Anthony asked, now anxious to hear what was coming next.

“Nikita and Volkov had a falling-out. Nikita thought Volkov planned to kill him so he found a way to escape from Russia with his wife and children. He resettled in Biarritz and so far Volkov hasn’t tried to get to him there.”

Yuri’s words hit Anthony like a ton of bricks. If Nikita had severed his relationship with Volkov a year ago, then he couldn’t have been acting on Volkov’s orders when he shot Chiara. In that case, Anthony had no reason to kill Volkov. 

On the other hand, Volkov was a devious bastard. He could have staged Nikita’s so-called falling-out with him in order to plant Nikita in France, where he could carry out other dirty work for Volkov, poisoning spies and that kind of thing. No one would suspect Nikita was following Volkov’s orders because they had had a falling-out. If that was the case, then Anthony would continue with Volkov’s assassination.

How to decide?

Perhaps Yuri could help him. 

Anthony asked, “How do we know that Nikita’s break with Volkov wasn’t staged to let him operate more effectively for Volkov in France?”

“Oh, there is no question about that,” Yuri said with confidence.

“How do you know?” 

“After Nikita escaped from Russia, Volkov had his mother and father killed. To eliminate any doubt, he sent Nikita photos of their dead bodies, riddled with bullets in their Moscow apartment. He accompanied the photos with a note: ‘From your former friend in Moscow.’”

Yuri’s words sent a shiver up and down Anthony’s spine. They certainly settled it for Anthony.

He thanked Yuri and put down the phone. Then he disassembled his rifle and packed it up.

He opened the curtains and checked his watch. It was twenty-five minutes to twelve.

Anthony looked at the dock, now crowded with people waiting for Volkov to arrive. While glancing at the scene below, Anthony’s mind was going full blast. If Volkov wasn’t responsible for Chiara’s shooting, then who was?

As Anthony replayed in his mind everything that had happened since that fateful day in Calvi, he returned to the initial conclusion that Renato had reached and Gilles had reinforced: the shooter was only interested in killing Chiara; not Anthony. Someone had very clearly orchestrated the Calvi shooting and everything that had followed to make Anthony believe Volkov was responsible. He was furious when he thought that he had been manipulated to have him kill Volkov. This was all an elaborate way to assassinate the Russian president, with Anthony as the unwitting assassin. He felt like a fool, a stooge.

Anthony had no idea who could have been clever and nefarious enough to develop this diabolical plot. But he was determined to find out. They were the ones responsible for Chiara’s shooting.

Anthony decided to begin his quest with Volkov. Perhaps the Russian president, the intended victim, could shed some light on what was happening.

Anthony packed his bags and carried them to the elevator. He checked out of the hotel and walked to the car park before going to the dock. Once he stashed his bags in the trunk, he took off his disguise and tossed the wig, mustache, and glasses into a trash bin. 

Suddenly, he saw half a dozen carabinieri cars, their lights flashing, sirens blasting, pass the car park, heading for the hotel. They stopped in front of the hotel entrance. There, a score of armed agents jumped out and raced into the hotel.

Anthony guessed what happened. Renato had deduced that Anthony would try to shoot Volkov at the time of his swim, and he would do it from the hotel. Anthony kept walking as if this show of police force had nothing to do with him. 

Approaching the dock, Anthony saw a dozen carabinieri officers standing guard.

At twelve o’clock, Volkov’s motorcade, consisting of three black limousines, pulled up. The Russian president got out of the center car.

Dressed in a long black overcoat, fully buttoned, he was smiling while making his way, accompanied by security agents, through the crowd to the edge of the dock.

He stood behind several microphones, with the crowd waiting for him to speak. Anthony glanced up at his hotel room. This was when he would have shot Volkov. He would have had a perfect line on the Russian president. It would have been an easy kill, except that carabinieri would have burst into his hotel room and seized him before he could pull the trigger. 

Volkov began speaking, “Some people have doubted that I am physically fit. Well, I will show them.”

With that, Volkov unbuttoned his coat and let it drop to the wooden dock. He was wearing only a brief black bathing suit—a Speedo. 

Posing, Volkov waved for the cameras. Then he turned around, dove into the frigid lake, and began swimming.

It was a great publicity stunt, Anthony had to admit. Volkov had totally stolen the media attention from the run up to the G-7. 

As Volkov swam away from the dock, Anthony walked around until he spotted Maximov, Volkov’s top aide, standing close to the bank of microphones. 

He was picking up Volkov’s coat. Anthony pushed his way through the crowd and approached Maximov.

“Well, well, our old friend Anthony Ferrari,” Maximov said. “You came to watch the great swim.”

“No, I’m here for another reason,” Anthony was speaking softly. “I have to talk to President Volkov after the swim.” 

“You must be joking. His schedule is fully booked. And he would never make time to see you of all people.”

Anthony had been expecting that response. He moved up close to Maximov’s ear and whispered. “It’s a matter of life or death for President Volkov.”

“Tell me.”

“No. I’ll only tell President Volkov. And I can assure you that I don’t use words like life or death lightly.”

Flustered, Maximov stared at Anthony.

He’s trying to decide whether to believe me, Anthony thought. And the stakes for Maximov are huge. If he doesn’t let me see Volkov and an attempt is made on the Russian president’s life, Maximov will be in deep trouble.

After a full minute of silence, Maximov gave Anthony the address of the villa outside of Stresa where Volkov was staying this afternoon and evening. “Come there after the swim,” Maximov said.

Anthony moved away from the dock and took a position along the lake with other people. He watched Volkov complete his twenty-minute swim and climb back onto the dock, assisted by two security men holding large towels. Though Volkov raised his hands high in a victory salute, Anthony thought that the Russian president looked horrible. He was pale and trembling. The security men bundled him into the towels and draped his overcoat around his shoulders. Before heading to the car, the Russian president waved to the crowd.

…

Stunned, Chiara sat in front of the television watching a replay of Volkov’s swim and then his departure from the dock area. What in the world had happened to Anthony? She was terrified that Volkov’s security men had caught and killed Anthony before he could assassinate the Russian president. Or that he had been killed in a shootout with carabinieri, sent by Renato who must have had located him.

She loved Anthony. She had been such a fool approving his ridiculous assassination attempt. She should have fought with him every inch of the way, instead of being an accomplice in her lover’s death. 

She was convinced Anthony was dead. Chiara wept for him. 

…

Anthony walked quickly from the dock to the car park. Driving fast in the Audi, he arrived at the villa just as Volkov’s motorcade was coming into view. He parked and stood close to the front entrance. 

Maximov approached first, accompanied by two security men. One pulled a gun and aimed it at Anthony.

“It’s okay,” Maximov said. “He can come inside.”

The other security man roughly patted down Anthony while Maximov opened the door. Anthony was glad he had left the handgun in the Audi.

Maximov motioned for Anthony to come inside the villa. From a position in the reception area, he watched Volkov enter. Right behind the Russian president was Boris, Volkov’s press aide.

Volkov was trembling. His lips were blue. “What a stupid PR stunt,” the Russian president screamed at Boris. “I almost froze to death.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. President,” Boris said, sounding chagrined.

Anthony’s guess was that the idea for the swim had been Volkov’s. Now that he was sorry, he wanted to dump off the responsibility onto Boris. That was consistent with how Volkov operated.

Volkov noticed Anthony standing in the entrance to the living room. He glanced at Anthony. “What are you doing here?” His words were spoken with contempt.

Maximov stepped forward, “He wanted to talk to you. It sounded important. I arranged it.”

“This better be worth my time.”

“I think it will be President Volkov,” Anthony said respectfully.

“Alright. Let me put on some warm clothes. And vodka.” He pointed to Boris. “You better bring me a large vodka. That’s the least you can do.”

Maximov motioned for Anthony to take a seat in a sitting room off the reception area.

Fifteen minutes later, Maximov led Anthony into the villa’s library. The Russian president was seated in front of a crackling fire. He was sipping a clear liquid which Anthony guessed was vodka.

“You want a drink?” Volkov asked Anthony.

“No, thank you.”

Volkov pointed to a chair across from him. “Then sit.”

Anthony did as he was told.

“Leave us alone,” Volkov said to Maximov, who retreated quickly.

Then he turned to Anthony. “What information do you have for me that’s so important? A matter of life and death, you told Maximov.” 

“That’s right, Mr. President.”

“Tell me.”

“A couple weeks ago, Chiara Moretti was shot when we were vacationing in Corsica.”

 “I heard about that, and I was very sorry. She is an incredible pianist. I heard her perform in Moscow a number of times, most recently last year. How is Chiara?”

“Although she was close to death at the time, as a result of a prompt surgery, she will fully recover.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Please tell her I always liked her.”

Anthony thought that Volkov’s words sounded genuine. They were consistent with Stanislav’s report that Volkov had punished and destroyed Colonel Kuznetsov, thereby eliminating the risk to Chiara. Even though Volkov was malevolent and cruel, it was possible that he liked classical music and Chiara, the pianist.

Volkov paused to take a sip.

“Is that why you are here? Volkov said. “You want me to help you find out who was responsible for shooting Chiara?”

“Actually, I do, because whoever was responsible for shooting her is a threat to your life as well.”

Volkov put down his glass with a thud and sat up with a start. “You better explain that. It doesn’t make sense.”

“The French police discovered that Nikita Ivanov—remember him …”

“A disgusting vile vermin, posing at a human being.”

“Well, anyhow, the French police discovered that Nikita shot Chiara. He confessed and told the prosecutor that you had hired him to kill her.”

“He’s a total liar,” Volkov cried out. “First of all, I had no reason to kill Chiara. Second, you and I had some issues in the past, but if I want to make you pay for what you did, I would have acted directly against you. And third, Nikita and I had a falling-out a year ago, when he tried to steal money from me. I wouldn’t hire that snake for anything.”

Anthony raised his hand. “I believe you.”

“Did Nikita offer any evidence for his ridiculous claim that I hired him to kill Chiara?”

“He received a payment of 100,000 Euros from Moscow National Bank which has Kremlin connections.”

“And plenty of other depositors as well.”

“That’s the only corroboration the French police have.”

“I hope they locked Nikita up for a very long time.”

“Actually, he hung himself in jail.”

“Good.”

“He also had a terminal illness. His widow stole the 100,000 Euros from under the nose of the French authorities.”

Volkov laughed. “Good for her. I liked her. That Natasha, Nikita’s wife, has spirit. And she was a good fuck. She even taught me some things in bed.”

“I didn’t realize you and Nikita were that close.”

Volkov ignored the comment. “So what makes you think I’m in danger?”

This was the hard part, Anthony realized. He proceeded gingerly. “Because I actually thought about killing you to avenge Chiara’s shooting. Then I learned that you and Nikita had a falling-out before he moved to Biarritz.”

“Who told you?”

“Multiple sources in Moscow.”

Anthony had no intention of disclosing the involvement of Yuri, another Volkov enemy, because Volkov might try to kill Yuri. 

“Once I learned this,” Anthony continued, “I realized someone wanted you dead. They tried to set me up to be the assassin.”

“You were going to do it today in Stresa, before or after I took that stupid swim.”

“That’s what I was considering.”

“How close did you come?”

“That’s irrelevant. Once I learned about your falling-out with Nikita, I aborted my mission.”

Volkov shook his head. Lips pressed together, he pounded his fist on the arm of the chair. “You really would have killed me?” 

When Anthony didn’t respond, Volkov added, “I intend to find out who tried to set you up.”

“Very wise. They may make another attempt to kill you. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I don’t want you to be assassinated.”

Volkov smiled. “And you also want my help in finding out who was responsible for shooting Chiara.”

“That’s correct.”

“So for once, we’re on the same side.”

“You could say that.”

“Do you have any other information, besides the transfer of 100,000 Euros from the Moscow National Bank to Nikita?”

Anthony shook his head. “That’s it. But you can be sure I’ll be doing everything humanly possible to find out who’s responsible, as well.”

Volkov stood up, signaling the meeting was ending. Anthony stood as well. 

“Let me tell you this,” Volkov said. “I feel an obligation to you for what you told me today. I am always vigilant, but I will be even more so. Anytime you want me to do something for you, I will do it to repay that obligation.”

Anthony’s mind was racing. Did he dare raise the issue with Volkov? And could he believe the Russian president, regardless of what he said. Anthony finally decided the answer was yes to both questions.

“There is something, Mr. President.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve had a number of meetings with French intelligence officials after Chiara was shot, focusing on who was responsible.”

“And,” Volkov said impatiently.

“One of the French officials suggested that when I was in the U.S. Congress, you might have recruited Chiara to obtain information about my activities.”

Volkov laughed loudly. “That’s the most preposterous thing I’ve ever heard. The colonel tried it, and you must know what happened to him. Besides, I know you would never have told her anything confidential. The two of you had all you could do to carry on your long-distance romance. And if she ever learned anything, how would she let me know? She’s a pianist. How could she pass messages to me and not raise suspicions? Through an usher? The whole notion is stupid. Now, let me warn you. Someone is playing you. Going forward, you should be careful.”

As Volkov had been speaking, Anthony was watching him. He believed what Volkov said.

The two men shook hands, and Anthony departed. 

From Stresa, he drove southeast to Milan, while constantly checking the mirror to make sure he wasn’t being followed. He exited the highway, found a place to park, and took the encrypted phone out of his bag.

Chiara answered on the first ring. “Are you okay?” she asked frantically.

“I’m perfect.”

“Thank God. What happened?”

“I’ll explain when I get home.”
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Washington

General Tyler was stunned, perplexed, and angry. He watched in disbelief CNN’s live coverage of Volkov’s swim in Lake Maggiore. Anthony had a sniper rifle and had been trained to use it in Corsica. He had driven north in Italy from Naples with plenty of time to be in Stresa to assassinate Volkov. Tyler was incredulous that Anthony hadn’t shot Volkov when the Russian president was on the dock before he dove in. 

While Tyler had been watching Volkov’s swim live, the General thought that maybe Anthony was waiting until Volkov climbed out of the water. Then he’d be weaker and perhaps easier to hit.

But that didn’t happen. Shaking his head in bewilderment, he saw Volkov climb out of the water, raise his hands in a victory salute, and get into a waiting car. 

Tyler had recorded the television coverage of Volkov’s swim and had replayed it half a dozen times while staring at the screen. On his last viewing, he did a double take. Suddenly, he saw Anthony in the crowd swarming around the dock. And to his consternation, he saw Anthony approach Maximov, Volkov’s assistant and talk to him. 

“That ga’ damn, Anthony,” Tyler muttered aloud. He had totally wrecked Tyler’s brilliant plot by not shooting Volkov, as Tyler intended. The setup had been perfect. Yet, at the end it was a total failure.

The longer Tyler thought about Anthony, and what he had done, or more precisely, he hadn’t done, Tyler was not just angry; he was worried. His guess was that Anthony had somehow found out that he had been set up to kill Volkov, and he aborted at the last minute. Even worse, from Anthony’s meeting with Maximov, Tyler had to assume that Anthony would confide in Volkov what had happened. That meant the two of them would try to find out who had set up Anthony. The hunter had become the hunted.

Tyler thought about Juliette, and he refused to give up on his burning desire to kill Volkov. As President Young’s National Security advisor, Tyler had a unique opportunity to arrange Volkov’s assassination. As long as he was still breathing, Tyler would find a way to do that.

He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a gray folder with a label on front: Volkov’s Crimes.

Inside was a dossier with twenty-two pages enumerating the crimes Volkov had committed, for which Tyler had knowledge. Tyler had compiled it over many years. And it was descriptive of the murders Volkov had arranged, never getting his own hands dirty, of course. Eighteen Russians and six Westerners had been poisoned. Others were pushed off the tops of buildings or out of windows. Some were hit by trucks or other vehicles. Some were shot or electrocuted. Hundreds had been sent to work camps in Siberia, from which they never returned. 

But the dossier didn’t deal with Juliette, his Juliette, and what Volkov had done to her. Tyler had waited 35 years for revenge. Anthony had failed him. He would find another way.
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Milan

As soon as Anthony entered the apartment, Chiara told Martina she could take the rest of the day off and come back tomorrow morning. Martina had already cooked and left dinner in the kitchen, which Chiara had asked her to do once Anthony called from the road. When she was gone, that left Chiara and Anthony alone in the apartment. 

She threw her arms around him, then winced from the contact with her tender chest, and pulled away.

“When I watched the television, I was so scared. Terrified that Volkov’s people killed you. I blamed myself for not stopping you. I’m just relieved that you’re safe. Now tell me what happened.”

For the next twenty minutes, he described to her what he had done from the time he arrived in Corsica and concluding with his meeting with Russian president Volkov.

He omitted his discussion with Volkov, prompted by Louise’s claim that Chiara might be a Russian spy. He didn’t want Chiara to think he doubted her loyalty and what she had told him about the colonel, as well as her meeting with Volkov. At the end, he said, “Volkov is an admirer of yours, even though he’s a scumbag.”

They were speaking English. She made him translate “scumbag” in Italian which was hard to do. 

“I believe that Renato sent the carabinieri to arrest me before I could shoot Volkov.”

“That’s probably right. When he couldn’t reach you on your phone, he called the apartment phone. I saw from caller ID that it was Renato so I let it go into voice mail. I saved his message. I’ll play it for you.”

She got up, walked over to the answering machine and hit the play button.

“Damn you, Anthony,” Renato said a loud, angry voice. “I know why you’re not answering your phone. You don’t want to tell me about the crazy, stupid thing you’re planning to do. As soon as you recover your sanity, provided that you’re not dead or in jail, call me. In the meantime, I intend to stop you.”

Anthony said, “You must have been terrified when you heard that message.” 

“Truthfully, no. I have confidence in you. I only felt terrified once in my life.”

“When was that?”

“I was twelve years old and walked on to the stage at Carnegie Hall in New York for a solo recital, for the first time.”

Anthony smiled. “I’m sure you were great.”

She didn’t respond, but added, “Renato came here the day after he left the message. Of course, I let him in. I even gave him coffee. I looked him in the eye and told him that I had no idea where you were. Which was true at that moment.”

“How did he take it?”

“He believed me. Said it figures that you wouldn’t confide in anyone. He called you an American Lone Ranger. I didn’t know what that meant.”

“I’ll explain it to you sometime. Right now, I better call Renato.”

Anthony used an encrypted phone. As soon as Renato answered, Anthony said, “Before you scream at me, can I say I’m sorry?”

“Well, well, it’s Mr. Gautier from room 610. You got away just in time.”

“I figured that.”

“What happened? Did you finally recover your sanity?”

“I received some new information.”

“You want to tell me about it?”

“Where are you?”

“Milan. I wanted to be close by when they arrested someone in Stresa who used to be one of my best friends.”

“Can you come to the apartment for dinner? Just you, Chiara, and me. I’ll tell you everything and we’ll hopefully decide on our next move.”

“You mean you’re going to be what you Americans call a team player.”

“For sure.”

“I’ll forgive you this time, but if you ever pull a stunt like that again our relationship is finito. You got that?”

“Got it. Come at eight.”

…

Anthony decided Renato would be in a better mood if he ate before they talked. 

Martina had cooked and left behind risotto with seafood, which Anthony warmed as soon as Renato arrived. With it, Anthony opened a 2010 Barolo from Brovia, and the three of them sat down at the dining room table.

At first, Renato asked Chiara about her recovery. Then he turned to Anthony. “I was really pissed at you.”

“I gathered that. And you had a right to be. I’m sorry I didn’t confide in you.”

“That’s nonsense. You didn’t want me to arrest you in order to stop you from doing something stupid.”

Chiara intervened, “Enough of the male macho stuff, the both of you. Anthony tell Renato what happened in Stresa. Then the two of you can move on to find out who was responsible for shooting me.” 

As Anthony described setting up to shoot Volkov, Renato was frowning. He described his phone call from Yuri and his meeting with Volkov. At the end, he said, “Bottom line is I know that Volkov didn’t hire the shooter, but as far as finding out who did, I’m at a total dead end. I don’t even have any idea where to go next.” He looked at Renato. “Has Louise turned up anything?”

“Negative.”

“Who’s Louise?” Chiara asked.

Anthony tried not to show any emotion. No body language. “Remember, I told you that Louise LaSalle is the head of a top French intelligence agency.” 

“Oh, that’s right. You did.” 

Renato added, “I work with her a lot.” 

Anthony asked Renato, “Do you have any idea what we can do now?”

“I’m thinking.”

Chiara chimed in. “Why don’t the two of you talk to the shooter’s wife? She may know something. Just as Anthony told me what he’s been doing, Nikita, or whatever his name is, may have told his wife.”

“Good idea,” Anthony said. He turned to Renato. “Bernard, the prosecutor in Bordeaux was helpful. You think he’d get us access to Natasha, Nikita’s grieving widow.”

“He might. He was feeling chagrined about Nikita’s death. We’ll have to arrange it through Louise and ask her to join us.”

Renato took out his phone and called Louise. “I’m with Anthony and Chiara. I’m putting this on speaker.”

“Hi, Tony,” Louise said in a sensuous, throaty voice. 

Anthony cringed. Putting this call on speaker may not have been Renato’s best move.

“And it’s good to meet you, Chiara, even by phone. I hope to see you perform one day.”

Renato said, “We’ve had a new development in the Nikita Ivanov case. Anthony and I have uncovered evidence that Nikita was lying. Volkov didn’t hire him to shoot Chiara.”

There was a pause.

“Then who did?” Louise finally asked.

“That’s what we’re determined to find out,” Renato continued. “We want to start peeling back the onion by talking to Natasha, Nikita’s wife. Can you clear the way with Bernard to help us? If so, we’ll fly down tomorrow. We’d love you to come with us.”

There was another pause. Anthony imagined she was checking her calendar. 

Then Louise said. “Tomorrow’s impossible for me. I have to join the Defense Minister at a meeting in the Elysee Palace, but I’ll set it up for the two of you with Bernard. You can catch me up after your meeting.”

“Thanks,” Renato replied.

“When do you want to meet him?” 

“We can be there anytime. I have a plane at Linate. Oh, and one other thing. Ask Bernard to keep this to himself.”

“What are you worried about?” Louise asked.

“I don’t know. Just a gut instinct that a French official could be involved. The whole story about Nikita’s arrest, the plea deal, and his suicide never smelled right to me from the beginning.”

“But you’re willing to trust Bernard.”

“I thought he was straight.”

“You’re not making sense,” Louise said.

“Look, just do it this way to humor Renato,” Anthony said sharply.

“Okay, Tony. You don’t have to get pissed. I’ll call Bernard and get back to you.”

Ten minutes later when Renato and Anthony were sipping grappa and Chiara an espresso, Renato’s phone rang.

Anthony heard Renato say, “Yes … Yes … Thanks very much.”

He put the phone down and turned to Anthony. “That was Louise. We’re good to go.” 

Chiara said, “Tony, why Tony? I’d like to meet this Louise sometime.” 

Ignoring her words, Anthony said to Renato, “What time are we leaving?” 

“Wheels up at eight a.m. at Linate.”

…

Renato had gone home. Anthony was asleep, but lying next to him in the king sized bed, Chiara couldn’t sleep. 

She kept hearing over and over in her mind Louise’s words, “Hi, Tony,” in a throaty sensuous voice.

She had never known anyone to call him Tony. She had no doubt that Anthony had a history with this woman. Hopefully, it was in the past.

And she sounded brash and assertive. Someone who was used to doing things her way.

Chiara chided herself for worrying needlessly. Anthony had only known her for three years. Of course he had other relationships in the past, maybe even with Louise, just as she’d had other relationships.

But since they had been together, he hadn’t been seeing anyone else. Or had he?

She didn’t really know. She was traveling so much of the time. 

Uncertain about what had happened, she would now be vigilant and listen carefully to anything involving Louise.
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Bordeaux

“Would you really have pulled the trigger if Yuri hadn’t called?” Renato asked Anthony.

They were alone in the cabin of Renato’s plane cutting across France.

“I wouldn’t have had the chance. The carabinieri you sent would have arrested me.”

“Okay. Assume they hadn’t. Would you have done it?”

“For sure. All I was thinking about was Chiara bleeding almost to death on that beach. And as for that bastard Volkov, how many innocent people has he killed? Hundreds for sure. Thousands? He deserved to die. I would have been doing the world a favor.”

“Except he wasn’t responsible for what happened to Chiara.”

“My evidence seemed right at the time. Unfortunately, mistakes are sometimes made in warfare.”

Bernard sent a car to pick them up at the Bordeaux airport.

As soon as the three of them settled into his office with coffee, Bernard said, “Louise told me there was a new development in the Nikita Ivanov case. I hope you’re not going to tell me Nikita didn’t shoot Chiara.”

Renato pointed to Anthony who said, “Nikita pulled the trigger. No doubt about that, but he lied to you when he said that Russian President Volkov hired him to shoot Chiara.”

Anthony felt as if he’d just tossed a live grenade on Bernard’s desk. The prosecutor shot up from his seat. “Say that again.”

Anthony repeated it.

Bernard sat back down. “How certain are you of this info?”

“One hundred percent. Nikita had a falling-out with Volkov a year ago. That’s why he moved to France.”

“The falling-out could have been staged. He could be a plant.”

“After Nikita left Moscow, Volkov had his parents killed there.”

Bernard thought about it for a minute while nodding his head. 

“Okay. That convinces me. But a picture of Volkov was hanging in Nikita’s house.”

Anthony responded, “Somebody could have told Nikita to hang it to give his story credibility. I’ll bet it’s gone now.”

“If it wasn’t Volkov,” Bernard said, “then who hired Nikita?”

“That’s what we want to find out,” Renato said.

“Let’s go back to the beginning of the case,” Anthony interjected. “Tell us again how the police heard about Nikita shooting Chiara.”

“They received an anonymous tip. Nikita was drunk in a bar and running his mouth. The man who called heard him.”

“Is that unusual in your experience to get an anonymous tip in a situation like this?”

Bernard shrugged. “It happens. Not unusual. So the police chief in Biarritz gave the order to bring Nikita in for questioning. Because a famous pianist was involved, the police chief immediately reported all this to Paris. He was then told to transport the prisoner to Bordeaux. The national police would take over the case.”

“When did you get involved?”

“The next morning, I received a call from the Minister, Yves Caron. He told me this was an important case because a famous pianist was involved. Our inability to solve it quickly could be devastating for the tourist business in Corsica. Oh, and he said that the honor of France was at stake, which is an expression he likes to use. He asked me to keep him informed, which I’ve done.”

“Now, let’s talk about Nikita’s wife, Natasha,” Anthony said. “My recollection is that you didn’t interview her yourself. One of your detectives did in Biarritz, where she and Nikita lived. Correct?”

“Yes. And now that detective is pressing me to launch a criminal case against Natasha for taking the 100,000 Euros from the bank account she had with her husband.”

“Sounds like he’s trying to make up for his failure to freeze that account.”

Bernard smiled. “That has occurred to me.”

“But this is great,” Anthony said. “Since Natasha knew about the 100,000 Euros, she may have other information about Nikita’s attack on Chiara. One reason we came down here is to ask you if we can get access to Natasha. I think the three of us should pay Natasha a visit. With the transfer of the 100,000 Euros, you will have incredible leverage to get her to talk. You could offer her immunity from prosecution for moving the money and agree to let her keep it in return for telling us truthfully what she knows about Nikita shooting Chiara. Do you have authority to do that?”

“If there were more at stake, I’d need approval of the Justice Minister, but not with 100,000 involved.”

“Will you do it?” Anthony asked.

“Absolutely. “I don’t like being lied to, which is what Nikita did in telling me that Volkov hired him.”

“We can fly down to Biarritz in my plane,” Renato added.

“Good. Let’s do it. Just the three of us. I don’t want to include the Biarritz detective working the case in the meeting. Once he let the money get away, I lost my respect for him. We do have a problem, though. He told me that Natasha’s French is weak.”

“Can we take a Russian interpreter?” Renato asked.

“Good idea. We have one in the office here.”

On the plane ride to Biarritz, Bernard was writing out something, but he didn’t explain what he was doing.

They arrived at Natasha’s apartment at one-thirty in the afternoon. When she opened the door, Bernard flashed his prosecutor’s badge. Her eyes scanned the three of them and paused on Anthony. She nodded in recognition, but didn’t say a word. She was short, blond, and busty with a hard, tough look, and wearing tight-fitting, jeans, fashionably ripped at the knees. To Anthony, Natasha looked like someone who had dealt with adversity and wouldn’t shrink from a battle. He recalled what Volkov had said about having Natasha in bed.

She was giving lunch to her two teenaged daughters. 

“We want to talk to you about Nikita,” Bernard said in French. The translator converted it to Russian.

Natasha responded in Russian which was translated. “I won’t talk to you unless my lawyer is here.”

Anthony suppressed a smile. Natasha may be a recent immigrant, but she knew how the French legal system operated. Perhaps, she had been watching police shows on television. He doubted if she would have tried that in Volkov’s Russia. And if she had, the reaction would have been laughter.

“Ask her how soon she can get the lawyer here,” Bernard responded.

“Wait here while I call him,” she replied.

She disappeared into a back room, a cell phone in her hand. 

A few minutes later, she returned, shoved the phone into the back pocket of those jeans, and said, “Twenty minutes.”

The four of them sat down in the living room to wait while the children finished lunch in the dining room. Anthony noticed there was no picture of Volkov on the wall, confirming his instinct it had been a sham to support Nikita’s bogus story.

Then Natasha cleaned up lunch and moved the children into a back room. A couple minutes later, Anthony heard a knock on the door. Natasha opened it for a portly bespectacled man, with gray curly hair in his sixties.

Speaking fluent French, he announced, “I’m Sergei Poplov. Why don’t you identify yourselves?”

Bernard produced his ID and introduced the three others. “Let me tell you why we’re here.”

Poplov cut him off. “Madame Ivanov has previously informed me about the unfortunate circumstances surrounding her beloved husband’s sudden death.”

That was one way of expressing it, Anthony thought. 

Bernard replied. “Well, in that case, you can tell her that we want to discuss with her what he did and how much she knows about it.”

“Why don’t the four of you wait outside for a few minutes. I want to confer with my client.”

Once they were on the front sidewalk, which was deserted, Anthony said to Renato, “That lawyer is polished and smooth as glass.”

“I’m betting Bernard can handle him.”

A few yards away, Bernard was working his iPad. “Getting some background on Counselor Poplov,” he told them.

“What’d you find?” Renato asked.

“He has a successful career representing Russian emigres in southwestern France. He’s clearly the man to see when those people get into trouble with the law, which for some of them is early and often.”

Ten minutes later, Poplov called them into the house. He led the way to the dining room and arranged the seating. He and Natasha on one side of the table; the four of them on the other.

Anthony didn’t like the fact that Bernard was letting Poplov call the shots. If he were in charge, he’d have the two of them down to police headquarters and do the interrogation there, but it was Bernard’s show. He guessed the prosecutor preferred doing it without the knowledge of the Biarritz detective, who had screwed up by letting Natasha slip the 100 k off to Andorra. 

“Here’s the situation,” Poplov said, “My client has something you want; and you have something she wants. We can make a deal.”

“What exactly does Mrs. Ivanov have?”

“Knowledge about her husband’s shooting of the pianist.”

“What kind of knowledge?”

“Who hired Nikita and everything else she knows about it.”

Anthony was excited. This was precisely the information he was hoping to obtain. He kept himself in check, waiting to hear how Bernard responded.

“And what is it that your client wants in return for this information?” 

“Immunity from any charges relating to what her husband did, and for actions she took with respect to the 100,000 Euros deposited in their joint account.”

“Which she moved to an Andorra bank,” Bernard said.

“It was her money. She could move it anywhere.”

“It was money paid for the commission of a crime. The French government could press the Andorra authorities to return it.”

Poplov smiled. “Either you’re bluffing or your naiveté is surprising, Bernard. Perhaps you never dealt with the police in Andorra. Andorra is one of the smallest countries in the world, but they like to protect their banks and they don’t like being told by the French government what to do.”

When Bernard didn’t respond, Poplov added, “You’re welcome to try that route. Then call me when you fail to get back the money.”

Anthony held his breath, hoping Bernard would yield. He didn’t care about the money. He wanted to hear what Natasha had to say.

Bernard was tapping his fingers on the table for what seemed to Anthony a very long time. Anthony wanted to scream, “Take the deal.” At last, Bernard said, “Okay, Mr. Poplov. I’ll agree to your terms. But if your client doesn’t give us what you promised or if her information is false, then the immunity deal is off. And to avoid any misunderstanding, tomorrow, I’ll send you a write-up of what your client tells us and she’ll sign it.”

Bernard sounded stern. Poplov didn’t flinch. “That’s acceptable. Now all I need from you is a paper setting forth those terms, and my client will tell you what you’d like to hear.”

Bernard reached into his briefcase and pulled out a handwritten document. “I prepared this on the plane on the way down. I think it gives your client what you asked.”

Poplov read it. Then he whispered something to Natasha who was nodding.

“Okay,” Poplov said. “That’s what we want.”

“Good. Here’s how we’re going to work this,” Bernard said, taking charge. “Madame Ivanov will tell us everything that happened from the beginning of her husband’s involvement in this matter. She’ll speak Russian. Our interpreter will provide a simultaneous translation. I will record the entire discussion, and I will take notes. If I and my colleagues choose to, we will interrupt her with questions that our interpreter will give to her in Russian. Understood?”

“Yes,” Poplov said.

Bernard took a recorder out of his bag, placed it on the table, turned it on, and said, “Now explain the arrangement to Madame Ivanov.”

Poplov said something to Natasha in Russian. She nodded.

Then Bernard removed a pad and pen from his briefcase. 

“Please begin, Madame Ivanov,” he said.

Natasha was speaking in Russian. The interpreter provided simultaneous translation.

“This all began about a month ago. My husband, Nikita, received a phone call from Igor Mallovich, who he knew in Russia. Igor is now living in Ravello, Italy. Igor is a very wealthy man, an oligarch, you call him. Like my husband, Nikita, Igor made enemies with President Volkov. Also, like Nikita, Igor had to escape from Russia before Volkov killed him.

“Igor told Nikita that he had a job for him to do, which would pay much money. He asked Nikita to come to Ravello to meet him, which Nikita agreed to do.”

Natasha interrupted to get a glass of water. The name Igor Mallovich rang a bell for Anthony. When he had been chairman of the congressional committee, one of his assistants had prepared a dossier on present and former associates of Volkov. Igor was on that list. The man was a horror, personification of evil, and brutal.

She returned to the table and continued speaking.

“When Nikita came back from Ravello, he explained to me that Igor wanted him to shoot and kill the famous pianist, Chiara Moretti. Also, if he was ever captured, he should tell the police that Russian President Volkov had hired him to kill her.”

Anthony interjected, “Did Nikita tell you why Igor wanted him to kill Chiara?”

She shook her head. 

Bernard said, “You’ll have to speak up for the recorder.”

“The answer is no. He did not tell me. He did say that Igor ordered him to shoot and kill only Chiara and no one with her. I reached my own conclusion.”

“What was that?” Bernard asked.

“Igor would somehow arrange for Nikita to be caught. Nikita would say that Volkov had hired him. The French would punish Volkov. That way Igor, who also hated Volkov, would gain revenge over Volkov. And my poor Nikita would go to jail.”

Anthony was thinking: beneath that veneer, Natasha was very smart. Her analysis was pretty close to the truth. In fact, Igor and whoever he was working with expected Anthony to kill Volkov as revenge for Chiara’s shooting, which was even better than the French government punishing him. And it almost happened.

Bernard asked, “Did you tell Nikita what your conclusion was: that Nikita would end up in jail?”

“I did, but he refused to believe me. Also, Nikita said that he would never be punished even if he was caught, because an important Frenchman would take care of him.”

“Did he tell you the name of the Frenchman?”

She shook her head.

“Please speak up.”

“No.”

“Why did Nikita agree to shoot Chiara, as Igor asked him to do?”

“Because Igor told Nikita that he would pay him 100,000 Euros. When Nikita agreed to do the job, while he was in Ravello, Igor told him that the money would be wired to Nikita’s bank account in two days from a Kremlin bank.”

“Wasn’t Igor worried that Nikita would take the money and not do the job?” 

“Nikita said Igor had told him if that happened or if Nikita didn’t say that Volkov hired him, then Igor would arrange the murder of his wife and children. And there was something else that was motivating Nikita to do this job.”

“What was that?” Bernard asked.

She coughed and cleared her throat.

“I pleaded with Nikita not to do it, but he was very sick with pancreatic cancer. That couldn’t be cured. We have no savings. My Nikita is honorable. He loved me and our children. He wanted to do this so that I and the children would have money to live on. My Nikita was a good man. Also, he was an expert marksman. He won awards for that in Russia. He told me not to worry, that he wouldn’t kill Chiara Moretti. He would only wound her, making it appear as if he tried to kill her.”

He certainly was an expert marksman, Anthony thought.

Bernard said, “Can you think of anything else Igor told Nikita?”

“He said that Nikita should pretend to be a supporter of Volkov. He should hang a picture of Volkov on the wall in our house to prove that, which Nikita did. Once Nikita died, I threw that picture in the garbage.”

“How did Nikita know that Chiara Moretti would be in Corsica?”

“Igor said that in about one week a Frenchman would call Nikita and tell him where he could find Chiara to shoot her. The Frenchman did call on Nikita’s cell phone. Nikita refused to tell me what the Frenchman said. He told me it would be better if I didn’t know where he was going. He didn’t want me to be an accessory.”

“Where is Nikita’s cell phone?”

“After receiving this call, he threw it into the sea.”

Impatiently, Anthony broke in. “Are you sure that Nikita did not tell you the identity of this Frenchman?”

“I am positive. Also, Nikita said that Igor refused to give him the name even when he asked. All he had to know was that this Frenchman was so important that he would protect Nikita.”

Anthony was thinking. The story that drunken Nikita had been shooting his mouth off in a bar and the police got a call from an anonymous tipster reporting that Nikita was bragging about shooting a famous pianist must have been bogus. Igor and the Frenchman wanted Nikita to be arrested, so he could tell his story, implicating Volkov. And he would have to do that, or Igor would arrange the murder of Natasha and their children.

As Bernard looked over his notes, Natasha added, “Before Nikita left this house, after receiving the call from the Frenchman, I pleaded with him again not to do it, but he said that the money was important to me and the children.”

“Tell us about the money,” Bernard said. “How did you open the account in Andorra and who advised you to transfer the money to that account?”

Before she had a chance to respond, attorney Poplov placed a hand on Natasha’s arm. “My client has told you everything you need to know. This is not relevant to the shooting of Chiara Moretti, which is what this is all about.”

It was obvious to Anthony that attorney Poplov was the architect of the Andorra bank plan as a way of preserving the money for Natasha. He wondered if Bernard would press the issue.

He didn’t. Instead he looked over his notes again and said, “I don’t have anything further for Madame Ivanov.”

Bernard asked Anthony and Renato if they had any questions. Both said no. 

Bernard promised to write-up what Natasha had said and send it to Poplov for Natasha’s review.

At ten minutes to four in the afternoon they left Natasha’s home.

As they walked to the car, Bernard had arranged for the ride to the airport, Anthony said to Bernard, “You did a good job.”

‘”Thanks,” he replied. Then he pointed to the interpreter walking in front of Renato. “Let’s do a debrief in my office when we get back to Bordeaux.”

…

Anthony, Renato, and Bernard were seated at the conference table in Bernard’s office.

“Very valuable,” Renato said.

“I agree,” Anthony replied. “I think she was telling the truth. It all fit with what happened.”

Bernard smiled. “Happy to hear you’re satisfied. I am as well, and I do believe her. I decided not to press Natasha and Poplov about the Andorra account. I have no doubt that Poplov set that up for her. But Natasha and Poplov have been forthright and helpful with us. Let her keep the money. She’ll need it. Besides, I doubt that I would ever get it back.”

“I agree,” Anthony said. What would be the point? We got the information we need.”

“What’s your next move?” Bernard asked.

Anthony, excited, looked at Renato. “I think you and I should fly to Naples this evening and drive to Ravello. We’ll arrest Igor for extradition to France.”

He turned to Bernard, “Can you get the paperwork together for extradition?”

“With pleasure.”

“Hopefully,” Anthony continued, “we can make a plea bargain with Igor, so he’ll tell us who the important Frenchman is, his coconspirator. Also we know why Igor wanted to kill Volkov. But why did the Frenchman?” Anthony stood up. “I think we should get moving.”

Renato raised his hand.

“Wrong,” Renato said. “You and I both know what Igor Mallovich is like. The man is vicious and brutal. He lives in a house that’s like a fortress, with guards armed to the teeth. I’ll need time, overnight, to organize proper back-up and an armed group to arrest Igor. I would just as soon that you and I didn’t get our heads blown off.”

“But,” Anthony said.

“Don’t but me. Italy is my country. I’d like to avoid a bloodbath in Ravello, if I can. And I don’t take the kind of risks you do. So here is the plan. You and I fly to Rome now. Tonight, I’ll organize the forces to accompany and meet us in Ravello. We spend the night at my place in Rome. Then we’ll set off by car tomorrow morning. The objective is ETA at Ravello, 10 a.m.”

“I think waiting is a mistake.”

“I’m sure you do, but going in unprepared will be a bigger mistake. Besides, what do you think will happen overnight?”

Anthony realized further opposition was hopeless.

“Okay, we’ll do it your way.”

Anthony and Renato were ready to leave when Bernard said, “Before you go, I want to talk about who the Frenchman is.”

“Do you have a candidate?” Anthony asked. 

“I’ve been thinking about that ever since Nikita mentioned a Frenchman. I’ve come to the conclusion it’s Yves Caron.”

“Why is that?”

“If Yves weren’t personally involved, he would never have pushed Nikita’s prosecution that aggressively. Most times I can’t get him to return my call, certainly not to move his ass when I want something done.”

“What could Yves’ motive be?” Anthony asked.

“That I don’t know, but since he manipulated me, I intend to find out.”

“How?”

“I have a close friend, Brigette Pic, in the Justice Ministry in Paris. I’ll meet with Brigette tomorrow and try to get some info on Yves, at the same time the two of you are getting your butts shot.”

“Who said we’ll be getting our butts shot?” Anthony asked.

“If you think that someone like Igor Mallovich will let you take him into custody without a gunfight, you’re being naïve.”

“We’ll be ready for any eventuality,” Renato said.

“I doubt that, but I hope the two of you come out of this in one piece.”

Anthony gave Bernard his phone number. “Please call me if you learn anything from your friend Brigette.” 
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Rome

As soon as Anthony and Renato reached Renato’s office in Rome, Renato called Louise and put the phone on speaker. Anthony let Renato take the lead in reporting what happened with Nikita’s wife. Surprisingly, Louise, who rarely let anyone talk at length without bursting in with comments, remained quiet and listened. At one point, Renato even asked., “Are you still there?”

“Listening to every word. I had a tough day in Paris. The infighting in our government is beyond belief.”

“It’s the dark side of democracy,” Anthony replied.

When Renato finished, Louise said, “I appreciate the report. Keep me informed. This definitely has an international component.”

Renato then arranged meetings with top officials of the carabinieri. They worked well into the night on logistics for Igor’s arrest.

The town of Ravello was one of the four largest on the Amalfi coast, the others being Sorrento, Positano, and Amalfi. Anthony liked Ravello the best. Even during the summer tourist season, it had a tranquility which the others, besieged by tourists, did not. That was why last June Anthony had selected it for a long weekend holiday with Chiara at the Caruso, an incredibly romantic hotel, overlooking the sea.

High in the hills, Ravello had cool, dry air and blue sky. It was no wonder that Ravello had been settled by wealthy aristocrats seeking a refuge from the hurly-burly life of humid Amalfi during the ninth, tenth, and eleventh centuries, when the Republic of Amalfi was powerful. More recently, it had been the retreat of great writers, including D. H. Lawrence, Gore Vidal, and William Styron.

What made this operation particularly risky was that Igor’s house was located on a hill going up from the town center to the iconic hotel, Villa Cimbrone. Igor’s house, like the hotel, was approachable only on foot, by climbing sections of steep steps. It was impossible for cars and minivans to reach it.

Then there was Igor’s house. The carabinieri produced from the files photos from the air and ground taken on routine surveillance a month ago. The structure, made of stone, set apart from other houses by a stone wall on each side, resembled a fortress. Pedestrian access was possible only through a locked twelve foot high wrought iron security gate. Inside the gate was a guardhouse, manned by two armed men; two others were stationed on the roof, one facing the back and the other the front, both with automatic weapons.

Anthony knew exactly why Igor had this extensive security. He no doubt knew Volkov had already killed half a dozen powerful oligarchs, who, like Igor, had made an enemy of the Russian president. Igor undoubtedly believed he was on Volkov’s list for extermination.

Renato questioned one of the carabinieri officers about why the local government permitted Igor to maintain this armed fortress. The response was, “His people never bother any of the locals, and he pays a huge amount to the municipality.”

“Undoubtedly plenty goes into the pockets of local officials as well,” Renato said.

The officer replied, “You said that. Not me. But I will say that we’ll be happy to get that bastard Igor out of Italy.”

“I love this country,” Renato said, “but for many in Italy, corruption is a way of life.”

They finally decided that at six in the morning, Renato and Anthony would set out from Rome in the back of a carabinieri car, followed by two minivans loaded with armed troops. Three more minivans of armed troops from Naples would meet them on the outskirts of Ravello. A helicopter was on alert.

Traveling to Ravello would be difficult because the roads in and out of the town were narrow and full of hairpin turns. To make matters worse, there would be lots of civilians, including tourists in the center of the town square just below Igor’s house. 

Renato said, “I can’t imagine a worse place to stage an operation like this.” 

As they finalized their plan, Anthony impressed upon all the carabinieri officers the need to take Igor alive. “We have to find out who the important Frenchman is in this conspiracy, and we need Igor to tell us.”

Finally, when the plans were set, Anthony and Renato slept for a couple hours in Renato’s house. They were up at six and on the road. 

At 8:51, their car exited the highway and turned on to the narrow roads that snaked through the Amalfi coast. It may have the most marvelous scenery, but also the most treacherous roads. Outside of Ravello they met up with the minivans that had come from Naples.

All of the vehicles stopped in the center piazza in Ravello immediately below the entrance to the gray stone Duomo. Tourists took shelter in shops while gawking at what was happening.

Renato confirmed that the helicopter was on standby, waiting for instructions.

Anthony and Renato, both armed, began climbing the stone stairs leading to Igor’s house. They were followed by two dozen armed carabinieri troops.

Renato gave the order for the helicopter to begin surveillance on the house.

They passed herb, vegetable, and fruit gardens on the right. Beyond them, the view of the sea off in the distance was breathtaking. 

They were approaching Igor’s house on the left. Looking up, Anthony was surprised that he didn’t see armed guards on the roof of the house. He wondered if they were being blocked by utilities on the roof. 

At a distance of twenty yards from the black wrought-iron front gate of Igor’s house, Anthony saw a young woman in a long navy skirt and white blouse running through the gate. She was shouting hysterically at the top of her lungs …”Ah … Ah … Ah … Ah.” 

Her blood-curdling cries rocked Anthony to his core.

Still screaming, her black hair scattered on her head, she ran toward Anthony and Renato. Before she reached them, she stumbled on the cobblestone path and fell down. Anthony and Renato dropped down next to her.

“What happened?” Renato asked the woman. “We’re police. Tell us what happened.”

She got sufficient control of herself to cry out. “Dead. They’re all dead.”

“Who’s dead?” Renato asked.

“Signor Mallovich and everyone inside. I was coming to clean the house.”

Anthony was convinced this wasn’t a trap laid by Igor, although the Russian would have been capable of it. Renato was cautious. He told the men behind him, “Woman claims everyone’s dead. The gate’s open. We’re going inside with guns raised.”

Anthony was the first to enter the house, Glock in his hand. What he saw stopped him in his tracks.

Total carnage!

Everyone and everything was brutally slaughtered: Igor, his six bodyguards, and even two German Shepherd dogs. 

Blood was everywhere. Igor’s naked body was splayed out on a sofa in the living room. His genitals had been severed from his body and shoved into his mouth.

Anthony immediately pieced it together. In Stresa, Anthony had told Volkov the name of the Moscow bank that forwarded the 100,000 Euros to Nikita. Once Volkov had that information, it had been easy for him with a little pressure, to learn that his enemy Igor Mallovich had arranged this payoff as part of a plot intended to have Anthony assassinate Volkov. Then last night, under the cover of darkness, while Anthony and Renato had been in Rome planning their elaborate operation, Volkov’s thugs had struck silently and swiftly.

Anthony moved up next to Renato and said, “Volkov’s work.”

“For sure. I should have gone along with your plan to get here last night.”

Anthony shook his head. “I’m not sorry. We could have been caught in the crossfire between Igor’s guards and Volkov’s men. But I do think we should search the house for any information that might identify ‘the important Frenchman.’”

“Good idea. I’ll also have one of our men who’s a techie examine the computers and phones.”

Renato directed a search of Igor’s house for any information about the scheme to shoot Chiara or for any clue about who the important Frenchman was. They looked through every piece of paper, in drawers and closets, even under carpets. They found a safe in the master bedroom, which was difficult to open but turned out to be empty.

Techies went to work on the two computers. The hard drives were missing from both. Volkov’s men had been thorough. They didn’t leave a cell phone in the house that could be used to disclose numbers.

After almost two hours, Renato sighed with resignation.

“Let’s quit,” he told Anthony. “There’s nothing here. We better let Louise know what happened.”

“We should do that from a secure phone back in Rome. Who knows what listening devices Volkov’s men may have left behind.”

They went into a study, and Renato called Louise, putting it on speaker.

“Anthony and I want to talk to you,” Renato told her. “Better to do it from my office in Rome.”

“I understand,” she said crisply. “When will you be there?”

Renato whispered to Anthony. “I should be able to commandeer the chopper.”

Anthony was nodding.

“Give us an hour to two.”

“I’ll be waiting for your call.”

Before leaving the house, Anthony watched the police forensic people, working with masks and gloves, combing the crime scene with a fine tooth comb for fingerprints, DNA samples, and any other clues. They hadn’t moved the bodies.

Anthony stopped to take a couple of grisly photos of Igor, two of the security men, and one of the dogs. The odor was becoming unbearable. 

Renato said softly to Anthony, “The chopper’s waiting for us.” Then he turned to the carabinieri officer in charge “I’m out of here,” he said. “Call if you need me.”

“Can we move the bodies?”

“For sure.”

An hour later, Anthony and Renato were in Renato’s office on a secure phone, calling Louise.

Renato began by giving her a report on what they found in Igor’s house in Ravello. To enhance the presentation, Anthony forwarded photos from the crime scene.

Before Renato or Anthony had a chance to attribute responsibility, Louise spoke up: “That’s Volkov’s work.”

“We reached the same conclusion.”

“He must have gotten to Igor from the money forwarded to Nikita.”

Louise was smart, Anthony had to give her that. She always cut to the bottom line quickly.

Then she added, “Did you learn anything at Igor’s house about the Frenchman who was involved?”

“Negative,” Renato replied. 

“What’s your next move?” Louise asked.

“We haven’t figured that out yet.”

“Well, let me know.”

When Renato put down the phone, he asked Anthony, “What is our next move?”

“Right now, I don’t have any ideas. Let’s sleep on it overnight.”

“Fair enough. I have to be in Milan tomorrow. I have my plane on standby. How about if I fly you back with me?”

“I’d love to sleep in my own bed for a change and Chiara would like it too. You want to stop by for some dinner?”

Renato shook his head. “You two could use some time alone. I remember when my wife, Alexandra, was alive. We used to cherish evenings by ourselves.” Renato took some papers from his desk and stuffed them into his briefcase. “Hard to believe it’s been eight years,” he said wistfully.

“I never met Alexandra, but from what you told me, she must have been wonderful.”

“Yeah. She was lovely and vivacious. Great fun to be with. Unfortunately, ovarian cancer can come on fast and unexpectedly.”

“Are you seeing anybody?”

“That’s what my son asks me. I tell him I have my work. It’s enough.”

“What’s he doing now?”

“A petroleum engineer with ENI. He’s always running around the Middle East. I tell him he should meet somebody and settle down. He tells me that he has his work. It’s enough. Now, let’s head to the airport. I want to get you home to Chiara and that piano.”

Before they reached the door, Anthony’s phone range. It was Bernard. Anthony put it on speaker. “I’m here with Renato.”

They gave Bernard a report on Ravello. “Even worse than I expected,” Bernard said.

“Did you learn anything?” Anthony asked.

“I met with my friend, Brigette, in the Justice Ministry. I think we caught a break. They have an ongoing corruption investigation into Yves, so she was happy to talk to me, figuring that we might have something that could bolster their case.”

“What’s the nature of their corruption case?” Anthony asked.

“Brigette didn’t know the details, but she promised to find out. We’re scheduled to meet tomorrow morning at 11 at her office at the Justice Ministry. Since I don’t have the background about Chiara’s shooting, I asked if I could bring the two of you. She liked that idea. Anthony, she had once heard you speak at a NATO conference when you were in the U.S. Congress. You spoke about Volkov’s effort to take over the three Baltic countries, and she was impressed. Can the two of you join me?”

“I’ll be there,” Anthony said.

“I’m afraid I can’t,” Renato said. “I some important intelligence review meetings related to immigration during the day, and dinner with the Italian President. But I’m not critical. Anthony can handle it. Then the two of you can give me a report. Also, after your meeting with Brigette, be sure to loop in Louise, Anthony. We’re now on her turf. I don’t want her to feel excluded.”

Anthony was frowning.

Renato added, “Regardless of what you think of Louise, I have to work with her after this is over.”
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Washington

Tyler was tossing and turning in bed. He couldn’t sleep, despite two large cognacs. After Anthony’s failure to kill Volkov, Tyler was attempting to think of another way to arrange the death of the Russian president. His focus turned to President Young. It was a long shot, but if Tyler could concoct a story that assassinating Volkov was in the best interests of the United States, Tyler might be able to persuade Young to authorize his assassination. At least, it was worth a try. 

He rolled over and glanced at the red illuminated numbers on the radio alarm next to the bed. 2:15 am. 

Suddenly the phone on the bedside table rang. Tyler grabbed it.

“Yes,” he said anxiously.

“This is Yves Caron.”

Tyler was furious. “I told you never to call me.”

“It was an emergency.”

Yves sounded terrified.

“What happened?”

“I just learned that Igor Mallovich and all the people in his house in Ravello were brutally murdered. Volkov must have been responsible. No doubt, he found out that Igor arranged for the money to go to Nikita.”

Inwardly, Tyler groaned. Everything was turning to shit. But he had to calm down Yves. If he lost Yves, he was finished.

“So what?” Tyler said in a soothing voice. “This doesn’t affect us.”

“But it does. You don’t get it. Volkov will come for me next.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Volkov doesn’t know about you.”

“If they tortured Igor, he would have told them about me.”

“That’s absurd.”

“I can’t take a chance.”

“What do you propose to do?”

“Try and save myself. I wanted you to know.”

Yves didn’t have to spell it out. Tyler knew exactly what Yves had in mind. The Frenchman would cut a deal with the authorities and give them Tyler, a much bigger fish. He couldn’t let that happen. And he knew Yves well enough to block that. Money was all Yves cared about. He doubted that Yves would risk turning himself in, but he couldn’t take a chance. “I’ll pay you two hundred thousand dollars if you maintain secrecy on what we did.”

“It will have to be two hundred thousand Euros.”

Greedy bastard, Tyler thought. “Okay, you’ll have the money in a week.”

“Why so long?”

“I have to sell assets. Nobody sits with cash like that in their account. Don’t worry, I promise you’ll get it.”

“Okay,” Yves said. “Wire the money to my Zurich account.”

Even though the temperature in the bedroom was sixty-eight degrees, when he put down the phone, Tyler as sweating profusely.

Igor had been brutally murdered.

From compiling the dossier on Volkov, Tyler knew very well what Volkov’s thugs were capable of doing.

Yves was, of course, right. If they had tortured Igor, and they would have, then Igor probably told them about Yves.

And he would have told them about Tyler as well.

Tyler leaned over and reached in the drawer on the table next to the bed. He pulled out the pistol and checked to make sure it was loaded. He’d keep it with him at all times, now. He’d be careful what he ate and drank. 

And equally important, he had to move quickly on his plan to persuade President Young to authorize Volkov’s assassination. Tyler would never sleep comfortably again until Volkov was dead.
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Paris

The French Justice Ministry was located in the Place Vendome, with its column in the center of the square, commemorating French military victories. Luxury boutiques and hotels lined the octagonal-shaped square, along with high-rent offices of lawyers and businesses.

Anthony met Bernard at the entrance to the building. An armed guard accompanied them to Brigette’s office on the fourth floor with a view of the square below.

As soon as Anthony saw the studious-looking lawyer, about 40 years old with her short brown hair and wire rimmed glasses, he remembered meeting her at a NATO conference in Lyon at the Interpol Headquarters. Though he didn’t know her name, when he finished his speech, he recalled her asking him a very good question: “How can we work cooperatively with Russia on criminal enforcement when Volkov is responsible for a great deal of illegal activity.” Anthony had smiled and said, “I wish I had an answer to that question. Maybe somebody can tell me.” 

Brigette came out from behind her desk, shook Anthony’s hand, and nodded to Bernard. After grabbing a pen and pad from her desk, she pointed to the circular table in one corner of the office. While they sat down, Brigette’s secretary brought in coffee.

“Before we get to Yves Caron,” Brigette said, “it would help if you gave me the background, beginning with Corsica. Some I learned from Bernard, but perhaps not all.”

Anthony went through the facts in detail, beginning with Chiara’s concert in Ajaccio, while Brigette took notes. When he was finished, Bernard spoke up. “I concluded that Yves Caron had to be the Frenchman involved. The more I reflected on his behavior with me, pushing the deal with Nikita, the more unusual and outrageous it seemed. He was manipulating me. I’m sure he had something to gain for my ending this case with Nikita’s death. The first and obvious motivation that occurred to me was money. Lots of it was being thrown around in this conspiracy.”

Brigette was nodding. “I think you’re right.”

Now they were making progress, Anthony thought.

“Let me tell you why,” Brigette continued. 

Both Anthony and Bernard’s eyes were on her.

“According to the lawyer heading up our anticorruption unit, Yves Caron has been taking payoffs from companies regulated by the Interior Ministry. Yves’ wife, Chloe, has some money from her family, but there’s money and then there’s money. Yves has a lavish lifestyle that exceeds his net worth and his government salary. They have a large home in an exclusive Paris suburb and another in St. Tropez, where he has a yacht. The lawyer told me that Yves would sell his mother to keep that yacht.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Anthony said. 

“Wait. There’s more. According to the Justice lawyer, Yves has a mistress, a young woman who’s a student at the Sorbonne. Mistresses are expensive.”

“Which means he could have taken a payoff to rush through the plea deal with Nikita and end the case,” Anthony said.

“Exactly, and we have evidence that’s what he did.”

Anthony leaned forward on the edge of his chair, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“Yves has a numbered account in The Bank of Zurich. 12467682 is the account number. On March the tenth of this year, 500,000 Euros were deposited in that account.”

“The payer?”

“Bank of Moscow. It’s affiliated with the Kremlin. And it’s the same bank and account that was used to pay off Nikita.”

Anthony’s mind was racing. Igor must have arranged both of those payments. Volkov discovered that and gave the order for Igor’s brutal murder. 

“That means,” Anthony said, “Yves was a part of this scheme, along with Igor and Nikita. We know that Igor did it because he hates Volkov. Yves, like Nikita, did it for the money.”

“Exactly,” Brigette said.

“But what we still don’t know,” Anthony continued, “ is whether there was a mastermind for this whole conspiracy who recruited Igor, Yves, and Nikita. I can’t believe Igor could have pulled all this off himself.”

“I think you’re right,” Brigette replied. 

Bernard broke in, “I’ve been thinking a lot about this, and I have a plan.”

“Go ahead,” Anthony said.

“We should confront Yves at home this evening after dinner, late around eleven. By then he should have had some wine that will loosen his tongue. We’ll surprise him. Show up without any warning. Present him with the information about the payoff from the Moscow Bank and hope he’ll tell us everything about this conspiracy with Igor. Most important, who was the mastermind.”

“I like that idea,” Brigette said.

“How will we know he’s home?” Anthony asked.

“I’ll set up surveillance outside of his house,” Brigette said. “We’ll be waiting close by. Once the surveillance reports that he’s home, we’ll move in.”

Brigette paused for a second, then continued. “Let’s talk about logistics. The three of us will meet at Le Lion D’or Restaurant at 8:30. It’s about five minutes from Yves’ house in a posh Paris suburb. We’ll have dinner while we’re getting reports from my surveillance team. Then around ten thirty or eleven, when we know he’s home, we’ll move in.”

“Sounds good,” Bernard said.

Anthony recalled what Renato had told him. Renato wanted him to include Louise. He couldn’t dismiss that after all Renato had done for him.

“I have only one modification,” Anthony said. “Renato wants me to include Louise LaSalle, and I can’t turn him down. It’s her turf as well.”

As Anthony said those words, he had been watching Brigette. At the sound of Louise’s name, she looked as if she had bit into a lemon.

“She’s not one of my favorite people,” Brigette said.

“Nor mine,” Anthony responded, “but she’s still the Director of DGSE.”

“And you might like to know that she got that position by seducing one of the Ministry’s top advisors and using him to spread false rumors about the front-runner for the position.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. She’ll do anything to get what she wants.”

“I couldn’t have expressed it better myself. Okay, invite her to meet us at the restaurant and to go to Yves’ house, but explain to her that she’s not running this show. That will annoy her She always likes to be in charge.”





PART III

ANTHONY AND LOUISE
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Paris

At 8:30 in the evening, Anthony entered Le Lion D’Or Restaurant. The tuxedo-clad maître’d directed him to a spacious booth in the rear. He sat down with his back to the wall and ordered a Perrier, waiting for the others to arrive.

He had briefed Louise this afternoon in a meeting at her office.

“What do you think of the plan for this evening?” he had asked after he explained it to her.

“What can I say?” Louise sounded irritated. “You and Brigette did it all without consulting me. I guess I should be grateful to be included.”

He was thinking: it’s only because of Renato that you were included. But he didn’t say that.

After his meeting with Louise, he had received an email message from Marianne, the CIA Director in Washington. “Call me when you can.” 

He called back immediately. When she heard he was in Paris, she asked him to go to the American Embassy, so they could talk on a secure phone.

Once he was on the line, Marianne told him that she had information about Louise’s claim that Chiara was spying for Russia.

“Go ahead,” he said and held his breath.

“What I heard was from a deep source in the Kremlin.”

Anthony was listening carefully.

“Shortly after your relationship with Chiara became public, the Director of the GRU asked Volkov for authorization to recruit Chiara on her upcoming trip to Moscow for a concert.”

“What would be the hook?”

“Money.”

“And?” Anthony asked anxiously. 

“Volkov turned it down. He said that she was a great pianist and he wouldn’t jeopardize her career. That was the end of it.”

So the Director of GRU and Colonel Kuznetsov decided to proceed without authorization from Volkov, Anthony thought. A dangerous move that cost the colonel dearly. Anthony wondered whether Volkov had disciplined the director as well.

Anthony exhaled with relief. “Thank you so much.”

“Now tell me where you are in the search for who was responsible for shooting Chiara.”

Anthony explained what happened with Igor and how they were now zeroing in on Yves Caron. “We hope he’ll be able to give us the mastermind.”

“Sounds promising. Keep me informed.”

It had been a gorgeous spring day in Paris. Following the call with Marianne, Anthony ran along the Seine, showered, and dressed.

Now he was sitting in Le Lion D’Or sipping Perrier, waiting for the others to come.

Anthony’s phone range. It was Brigette.

“Anthony, here is a status report. At 8:05 p.m. Yves arrived at his house, riding in the back of the Interior Ministry car driven by his regular driver. The car stopped. Yves’ wife got out of the house and joined Yves in the back of the car. They went to Le Bec Fin restaurant, fifteen minutes away. There they met another couple for dinner. So they should be home by 10:30.”

“I’m at Le Lion D’Or. Where are you and Bernard?” 

“We’ve had a complication. We’re still at my office. The Justice Minister wants a briefing on this operation. For sure, we’ll be at the restaurant by 10:30. You should have dinner with Louise. We’ll pick up something fast back here.”

“I understand.”

Thinking about Brigette’s reaction when he had said he was inviting Louise, Anthony wondered whether they really were tied up with the Minister, or whether Brigette didn’t want to have dinner with Louise. It didn’t matter. That was the situation. 

It was mid-week and the restaurant wasn’t crowded. A few minutes later, he watched Louise sashay into the restaurant. 

She sat down in the back of the booth next to him, the skirt of her pale green Chanel suit riding up high on her thighs.

“Do you live near here?” Anthony asked.

“I did when I was married. In the divorce, I got the house. The girls were already at university so I decided to sell it and move into the city. I have a place just off Avenue Victor Hugo.”

“Brigette called a few minutes ago. They’re tied up with the Justice Minister. They can’t make dinner but she said everything is on schedule for our meeting with Yves.”

“She was probably never planning to come. The woman’s a bitch, and she dislikes me. Truth is, she resents any woman who has a top position in the government.’

Anthony didn’t respond. 

A waiter came over with menus and a wine list. “Good to see you again, Madame.”

“Thanks, Jacques. We’ll only be two for dinner.”

While the waiter cleared the other two places, Anthony asked Louise, “What do you like to eat here?”

“Usually the pâté and the duck.”

“I’ll go with that.” 

“Two of those, Jacques,” she told the waiter.

She handed Anthony the wine list. 

“What do you like these days,” he asked her.

“They have a good burgundy list.”

He found a Nuits-Saint-Georges by Chevillon.

“How do you like living in Milan, Tony?” she asked.

She had always called him Tony. He hated it because the only other ones who had were boys at his waspy Connecticut prep school, who used it derisively when taunting him for being different. But he never told Louise that. 

“It’s a marvelous city,” he answered. “Lots of culture, good restaurants. Very sophisticated. I love it. Although truthfully, I’m on the road a lot, trying to build my security business.”

“And I guess Chiara is gone a lot also. Must be tough having a relationship with both of you gone so much.”

“Oh, don’t worry. We manage very well.”

The wine came followed by the pate.

After she tasted the Nuits-Saint-Georges, she smiled. “You always did have good taste in wine.”

“Thanks.

They ate some pâté, which was excellent. No one was close enough to overhear them. He wanted to shift the conversation back to their work. He took out his phone and showed her pictures of the carnage in Igor’s house in Ravello. She looked quickly, then turned away. 

After rubbing her hand over the table cloth, smoothing it down, she looked up at him. “Listen, Tony, there’s something I want to tell you.”

“What’s that?”

“This is tough for me to say, but I made the wrong choice, breaking off our relationship. The worst mistake of my life. I was in love with you, but I thought I had a marriage worth saving. It turned out that was wrong. Horribly wrong. My husband had already moved on to someone else. Unfortunately, I had no idea.”

“I’m sorry to hear that’s why your marriage ended.”

“I think you had been in love with me, too. I thought of calling you, but by then you were an item in all the papers because of your involvement with Chiara. ‘American congressman and world-famous pianist.’ Made great grist for the social media. So I never called. But now that we’re together I had to tell you.”

He could guess why she was doing this. She wanted to resume their relationship. She didn’t care that Chiara had almost died and was still recovering. What Louise wanted, Louise tried to take. She had once told him that she had made it to the top of a brutal male dominated agency by being relentless in her professional ambition. And it carried over to her personal life.

He decided to level with her. “You’re right, Louise. I had been in love with you. But that was then. And this is now. Life moves on. I’m very happy with Chiara. With you and me now, it’s just business.”

She resumed smoothing the table cloth. After a pause of a full minute, she replied, “Fine.”

“Good. Now we’ll continue working together to resolve this dreadful business.”

“I agree. That’s my objective as well. I want you to know that I’ve gotten a report, listing Chiara’s many trips to Russia since she began her relationship with you. Also her private meetings with Volkov. If you were willing to look at this information objectively, you would agree with me that Chiara has been involved with Volkov and the Russians.”

Anthony struggled to keep his anger under control. “You’ll be happy to know that I’ve established that your theory about Chiara and the Russians has no validity.”

She sat up with a start. “How do you know that?”

“Marianne got the information from one of the top U.S. sources in Moscow. The Director of the GRU once proposed the idea to Volkov. He turned it down.”

He decided to omit any mention of Colonel Nikolai Kuznetsov.

“What’s your level of confidence in the information?”

“Knowing the source, ninety nine percent.”

Louise looked like a child with a balloon that had just deflated. “I see,” she said.

“So now we can concentrate on Yves. He’s the key to what happened.”

Anthony steered the discussion to French politics. A safe subject. 

At 10:45, Anthony’s phone rang. It was Brigette.

“Yves and Chloe are leaving their restaurant, hopefully heading home. I’ll let you know when they go into their house.”

“Where are you and Bernard?”

“About fifteen minutes from your location.”

Twelve minutes later, the phone rang again. Brigette told Anthony, “They’ve gone into their house. Bernard and I will be at your location in five minutes.”

Anthony paid the bill. He and Louise went outside to wait for Brigette and Bernard. 

Five minutes later, Brigette’s car with Anthony, Bernard, and Louise drove into the well-lit circular driveway, cutting through a perfectly manicured lawn, and approached Yves’ large two floor gray stone house. Anthony recalled an expression he had once heard, “This exudes wealth.”

When the car stopped, they all climbed out and walked toward the house.

Brigette, in front, rang the bell. From inside, Yves called out through the closed door, “Who’s there?”

Brigette shouted back, “Brigette Pic, from the Justice Ministry.”

Yves, wearing a silk navy dressing gown, opened the door. He looked at the four of them. “This is quite a delegation. To what do I owe the honor.”

“We want to talk about Chiara Moretti’s shooting,” Bernard said. “You and I never met, but we spoke on the phone. I’m the prosecutor who handled Nikita Ivanov’s case.”

“Shouldn’t we have this discussion in my office. Why are your bothering me at home?” Yves said in an arrogant tone.

“Because it concerns you personally,” Brigette said, “and we didn’t think you’d like people in your office overhearing what we have to say.”

That must have cut away some of Yves’ bravado because he didn’t respond. “It would better if we talked inside.”

Yves led the way to a wood paneled den. “Something to drink,” he said recovering his composure. “Cognac or Armagnac?” They sat on plush leather chairs.

They all declined.

“Now tell me what this is about?” Yves said.

Bernard took charge. “I’m trying to find out who was responsible for Chiara’s shooting.”

“But the case was solved with Nikita Ivanov’s confession and his testimony that Russian President Volkov hired him. I’m planning to present the facts to our president in the next couple of days.”

“Unfortunately, Nikita lied. He wasn’t hired by Russian President Volkov. He was hired by a Russian émigré, Igor Mallovich, living in Ravello.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Anthony noticed Yves’ eyes twitching, giving the lie to his words. 

“And we’ve also learned,” Bernard continued, “that you assisted Igor and were part of this conspiracy.”

Yves shot to his feet. “That’s preposterous. The most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.” He was raising his voice. “What possible basis do you have for an accusation like that?”

Anthony jumped in, “Nikita’s widow told us you were involved. She was passing along what Igor had told Nikita in Ravello.”

Anthony knew it wasn’t true, but he wanted to hear Yves’ reaction.

Yves sneered. “That’s no evidence. I have a law degree. I can tell you that no judge would listen to that hearsay for an instant.”

“What a judge will listen to,” Bernard said “is that on March 10 of this year, 500,000 Euros were deposited into your bank account from the same Moscow bank that paid off Nikita Ivanov. How would you explain that 500,000 to the judge with your law degree?”

Yves sat down with a defeated look on his face. They had him cold.

“Let me tell you why we’re here,” Brigette said. “I spoke to the Justice Minister this evening. He wanted to have the police arrest you, but I persuaded him to give you an opportunity in your own home, not a jail, to tell us all about your role in this matter. If you do that and cooperate, the government is prepared to show you some leniency.” 

Yves sighed deeply, stood up, and poured himself an Armagnac. He sipped and put the glass down without responding. He’s trying to decide how to play this, Anthony thought.

Anthony took the iPad out of his briefcase, pulled up the photo of Igor taken at his house after his murder and showed it to Yves. “This may help you decide,” Anthony said. “I wonder if your pal, Igor, died with his prick in his mouth, or whether Volkov’s thugs shoved it into his mouth after they killed him. Of course if you don’t cooperate with us and let us protect you, Volkov may do the same thing to you because you were a partner of Igor’s in this business.”

“Must have been real painful,” Brigette added.

Yves raised his hand. “Enough. I’ve got the picture.”

“Then tell us how this conspiracy was set up.” Bernard said. “And who else was involved.” 

Yves looked at the photo on the iPad again. And his whole body shook. 

“I have valuable information,” Yves said, “concerning the shooting of Chiara Moretti, which I’m prepared to disclose in return for complete immunity from any prosecution in connection with this matter.”

“Let me be clear,” Bernard responded. “Neither Brigette nor I have authority to give you immunity. I can only forward your proposal to the Justice Minister. However, you will have to tell us something more than you have valuable information, in order to get the immunity you’re seeking.”

Yves took another sip of Armagnac. Then he replied. 

“You are not recording this conversation are you?”

“Negative,” Bernard said crisply. 

“Okay,” Yves said in a tone of resignation. “You can tell the Justice Minister that in return for immunity, I’m prepared to testify that this project was initiated by a high-ranking U.S. government official. I do not think that he had the approval of the U.S. president. This American official believes that Volkov is a horror, a threat to peace and stability of Europe and the U.S., and that the world would be a better place without him. I happen to agree with him and Igor Mallovich did as well.”

Yves paused for a moment to let his words sink in. 

Anthony was incredulous. Yves had said an American initiated it. Why would an American want to kill Chiara? And who could it possibly be? This didn’t make sense. Yet, Yves seemed so certain.

“Go on,” Bernard said. 

“The American came up with the idea of having Chiara shot and making it seem as if Volkov was responsible. If that happened, he expected Anthony to assassinate Volkov in revenge, which of course didn’t happen. Igor did the financing, located the shooter, Nikita, and paid him off. My role was to manage the legal side, making sure that Nikita didn’t incriminate Igor, who of course could incriminate me and the American. For that, I was paid 500,000 Euros.”

“And precisely how would the three of you do this?” Bernard asked.

“The American knew that Chiara would be going to Corsica for a concert. From my position as French Interior Minister, if this shooting took place in France, which includes Corsica, I would supervise the investigation growing out of the shooting and make certain that no one found about the involvement of the American, Igor, or me.”

“Who’s the American? Anthony asked.

“I’ll only tell you that once I have an agreement in writing to give me immunity. From both France and the U.S. government.”

“Don’t move,” Brigette said. “The four of us are going into the room outside to confer. We’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be here.”

When they were alone, Brigette asked Bernard, “What do you think?”

“I’m torn. A part of me wants to know the identity of the American, so we can punish him. Another part wants Yves to pay for what he did.”

“You put that very well,” Brigette said.

“I want to know the identity of the American,” Anthony said.

Brigette smiled. “I figured as much.”

Louise, who had been silent to this point, spoke up. “Anthony is right. It’s critical that we get the identity of the American, who sounds like the ringleader. Besides, it doesn’t matter if Yves gets a pass for his involvement in Chiara’s shooting, he’s going down for corruption anyhow. But since the Justice Minister will have to sign off, and Washington will no doubt be involved because Yves is prepared to implicate an American, we have to buy a little time. I think you should tell Yves that we need twenty-four hours to respond to his proposal. That’s my suggestion.”

As Louise had been speaking, Bernard was nodding his head. “That makes sense to me. Brigette?”

“I’m in.”

“Anthony?”

“I’m in as well, but can you take Yves into protective custody until we get a decision? I’m worried Volkov may be coming after Yves.”

Brigette shook her head. “I tried to do that once for another important government official. The Minister shot me down. He would never agree to it here.”

They returned to the study.

Here’s the situation,” Brigette said. “I should have an answer for you in twenty-four hours. Let’s meet here at your house at ten tomorrow evening.”

“That’s okay with me.”

“For your own protection, “Anthony added, “I think you should stay in your house tonight and all day tomorrow.”

Ives shook his head emphatically. “I won’t hide.”

“Can we give you some protection.”

“No. I don’t want people to think I’m a criminal.”

Anthony recognized he had lost the point. “Okay, but I would urge you, Mr. Caron, not to say a word to anyone about this discussion, and do your normal work at the office tomorrow.”

Once they got back in the car, Brigette said, “Twenty-four hours isn’t much time to get this done. We have to sit down and develop a strategy so we can hit the ground running first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll have the driver take us to my office.”

The others were nodding. 

Once the four of them were seated at the conference table in Brigette’s office, she picked up a pad and pen. 

She began writing. As she did, she said, “First thing in the morning, I’ll talk to Hubert, the Minister’s chief of staff, to get on the Minister’s schedule for a briefing. Bernard, I’ll want you to come with me.”

“I’m available all day.”

“Good. Since an American is involved, the Minister will never make a decision unless Washington is on board. Besides, Yves is seeking immunity from Washington as well. That means the Minister will reach out to U.S. Attorney General, John Douglas.” She looked at Anthony. “Do you know him?”

Anthony shook his head. “My best approach is to brief Marianne McKee and get her support. She can then work the Washington angle and get the AG to bless this deal. Marianne is good at stuff like that.”

“Who do you think the American is?” Brigette asked.

“I’ve been wondering about that, but I’m too far out of the loop in Washington. I don’t even want to guess. The four of us should stay in close touch during the day.”

After the meeting broke up, Anthony walked back to the Bristol. As he turned the corner onto Rue St. Honore, it hit him that it was six hours earlier in Washington. Perhaps he could talk to Marianne and get started with her on Washington’s approval of the plea deal with Yves. So he called her.

“Listen Marianne, it’s Anthony. I’m in Paris and we have to talk. What do you recommend?” 

“I’m still in the office. How soon can you get to the Embassy?”

“About fifteen minutes.”

“Good. I’ll tell them to expect you.”

Anthony flagged down a cab and made it in twelve minutes. Security agents immediately passed him through the wrought iron gate at the entrance to the Embassy on Avenue Gabriel. Another agent led him into the building and downstairs to the communications room. The building was quiet, as Anthony expected at 2:45 in the morning.

He picked up the red phone. Marianne was on the line.

“This must be important,” she said. “It’s the middle of the night in Paris.”

“It is.”

“Alright. I’m ready to listen.”

Anthony reported in detail on their meeting with Yves. At the end, the four of us decided on a strategy going forward.”

“What is it?”

“Brigette and Bernard will work with the French Justice people. She expects them to reach out to Washington, because Yves is demanding immunity from the U.S. as well as France, in view of the involvement of a high-ranking U.S. official.”

“Do you believe that an American was the mastermind?” She sounded dubious.

“Yes. I do.” 

“Would Yves make a credible witness on this point?”

“I think so. He may also have corroborating evidence.”

“That’ll be helpful.”

“Brigette asked me who I think the American is. I told her that I didn’t know. What do you think?”

“I have an idea, but I don’t want to disclose it for fear of prejudicing the investigation. And at any rate, it doesn’t matter what I think until you come with up with some evidence about this official in Washington. Let’s see how it plays out. I’ll be careful at this end to insulate my suspect from what I’m doing to help you and Brigette. I have a good enough relationship with John Douglas, the AG, that I should be able to pull that off.”

Anthony was surprised she wouldn’t disclose the name of her suspect, but that was her call. 

Then she added, “Also, I won’t tell John who I suspect the American is. Washington is a small town. I’m often surprised to find out who is friendly with whom. At any rate, I’ll call John as soon as we get off the phone and brief him.”

“That’s perfect. I’ll tell Brigette to have the French Justice Minister call John when he’s ready to talk. You can tell John that it will be late morning, Washington time, at the earliest. My guess is Brigette will have a tough sell getting approval for this agreement in Paris, which is a prelude to the French Ministry calling Washington. This will be a big deal within the French government.”
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Washington

Tyler called President Young’s secretary at eight in the morning. “I have to see the president about an urgent matter.”

“Let me check his schedule,” Mary Beth replied. After ten seconds, she responded, “President Young has a window from 2 to 2:30 today.”

Pleased with his access to the world’s most powerful leader, Tyler said, “Excellent. I’ll be there.”

“What’s the subject?” 

“Russian President Volkov.”

“Who else should attend?”

“Just Vice President Harrison.”

Tyler had briefed Scott Harrison last evening over dinner at the Cosmos Club. At the end of the evening, Harrison had told Tyler, “You have my complete support.”

Even though Tyler had only asked that the Vice President be there, he suspected that once Young heard Tyler had requested a meeting on an urgent matter involving Volkov, the president would want Secretary of State Dorothy Drew and the CIA Director Marianne McKee to attend. Both would be a problem. Drew fortunately was in Europe. If the CIA Director was in Washington, Tyler would have to bulldoze her to get what he wanted.

General Tyler realized that Marianne McKee had never liked him, even opposed his appointment as National Security Advisor, always staring at him with suspicion through those large tortoise shell glasses. As a career military man, having spent 25 years in the Defense Intelligence Agency, where he rose to Director before being tapped to become the president’s National Security Advisor, Tyler was never intimidated by civilian leaders like the CIA Director or even the president. Ultimately, Tyler believed the country’s military leaders were best able to safeguard America’s security and its position in the world.

At exactly two o’clock, Tyler entered the Oval Office. Scott Harrison and Marianne McKee were already seated in the living area off to one side, each glancing at iPads while President Young was talking on the phone.

Once he saw Tyler, the president finished his call and joined the others on a straight wooden chair that helped his chronic aching back. Young took a small yellow rubber ball from his pocket and squeezed it “to maintain circulation,” he once told Tyler.

“Alright, what’s the urgent matter,” the president asked Tyler, dispensing with personal greetings.

Tyler coughed and cleared his throat. “It’s Russian President Volkov. Although you made conciliatory statements when you took over the presidency last year, Volkov still regards the U.S. as Russia’s enemy. You haven’t been able to undo the damage your predecessor and Anthony Ferrari did to our relationship with Moscow. As a result, Volkov has launched an effort to form a Chinese-Russian alliance that could enable them to challenge the U.S. throughout the world.”

The president sat up with a start. “What is your basis for this conclusion?”

“I have just learned that a month ago, Volkov invited Chinese President Chao to Sochi for a secret meeting. There, Volkov proposed the Sino-Russian alliance; Chao responded sympathetically.”

President Young leaned forward in his chair. “What’s your source for this information?”

“For many years when I was in the DIA, I had a source close to Volkov who fed me a constant stream of information. It was always one hundred percent accurate through this entire period. My source was briefed by Volkov, following his meeting with Chao in Sochi. When you were in Como, my source funneled the information to me.”

The president looked at the CIA Director. “Marianne, what do you know about this?”

“My people in Beijing informed me that the Chinese President flew to Sochi last month for a meeting with Volkov. They haven’t been able to find out what was discussed.” She turned to Tyler, “Who’s your source in the Russian government?”

“Stepan Suslov.”

“Volkov had him murdered two days ago in Moscow,” the CIA Director replied.

Tyler wasn’t certain the president had believed what he said, but he kept going, spinning out his fictional tale. 

“That’s correct, Mr. President. When Suslov learned that Volkov’s men were coming for him, he passed me a final message that he had been blown, and that Volkov knew he had told me what happened in the Sochi meeting with Chao.”

“Let’s assume that Suslov’s information is accurate,” President Young said. “What do you propose that I do?” 

That was the lob up to the net Tyler was expecting.

“Before I answer that,” Tyler said, “I would like to show you something, Mr. President.”

Tyler sounded respectful. He reached into his briefcase and pulled out four copies of the gray-covered folder, with the dossier he had compiled of Volkov’s various crimes and handed one to each of the others. 

Tyler was watching Young carefully. The president opened the folder and glanced at it.

“What is this?” Young asked.

“It’s a description of some of the crimes Volkov has committed against his own people and foreigners, aimed at people who supported the United States.”

The president leafed through the folder then tossed it on a nearby table.

“What’s this prove?” Young said. “Volkov is despicable. I knew that.”

Tyler took a deep breath and replied. “In view of the fact that Volkov’s effort to form an alliance with Chao is one of the long line of Volkov’s hostile actions, and the most serious toward the U.S., I propose that you authorize me to arrange Volkov’s assassination. I would use Ukrainian intelligence agents to execute it in an operation that couldn’t be attributed to the United States. They would be very happy to get rid of Volkov, in view of the damage he’s done to their country.”

Right on cue, following their script from last evening, the vice president interjected, “That’s an excellent idea, General Tyler. Volkov is a former KGB agent, a thug, and a disgusting human being, as President Young just said. He’s been a thorn in our side for years. We would be fools to let him solidify his alliance with China.”

Tyler observed the president remaining silent, while squeezing that damn yellow ball and staring at Marianne McKee.

“What do you think?” the president asked the CIA Director.

“This is the most absurd proposal I’ve ever heard,” she said emphatically. “And I don’t believe you’d entertain it for a nanosecond, Mr. President.”

“Tell me why.” Young responded in a non-committal voice. Tyler was hopeful that Young might give him approval.

“First of all, the United States doesn’t assassinate world leaders.”

“You’re wrong on that,” Tyler fired back. “More precisely, the United States only does it when it is critical to our national security which this would be. That was why President Kennedy gave the order to assassinate Fidel Castro.”

“That certainly worked,” Marianne responded.

“The plans and execution with Castro were, unfortunately, amateurish, exploding cigars and that kind of thing. I’m talking about something that would be carefully planned and meticulously executed.”

“And if you succeed, General Tyler, you’ll make President Young a Russian target.”

“The Russians will never know we were responsible. We would assist the Ukrainians in planning and then get out of the way. That’s the beauty of this proposal. In view of the legitimate grievances which the Ukrainians have against Volkov, no one would question their responsibility.”

“What makes this entire discussion ridiculous,” Marianne said, sounding exasperated, “is that all you have is a single source for the intel you’re relying on. And Suslov is conveniently dead.”

Tyler kept his anger in check. He felt as if he was winning. He said sarcastically, “Are you calling me a liar?” 

She started to respond, choked back the words, then said, “Perhaps Suslov had his own agenda.”

“But he’s proven to be reliable for many years,” Harrison said. “And as General Tyler told us, this is only one of a long line of hostile Volkov actions.”

Marianne glared at the vice president. “What are you? Tyler’s sycophant?”

Harrison reddened. “That wasn’t justified.” 

“Okay, enough, both of you,” President Young said. 

He paused for a minute. All eyes were on the president. 

“I appreciate all of the work you did, General Tyler, in compiling this dossier. And I have no reason to disbelieve your Russian informant …”

Tyler now felt as if he was going to lose. Damn, damn, damn.

“However, my final word is that assassinating Russian President Volkov is not an option. Regardless of the risks and the stakes, that is not how the United States conducts its foreign policy. At least not as long as I’m the president.”

Leaving the White House, Tyler was gripped by fury at Young for his unwillingness to authorize Volkov’s assassination. The president was a coward, refusing to do what was right. Tyler felt his blood pressure rising. He refused to quit. He was now convinced that he was not only avenging Juliette’s brutal death, but also making the world a better place by getting rid of Volkov. He would do whatever it took to achieve these objectives. He asked himself, what if Young wasn’t the president? What if Young suddenly died? Then Scott Harrison would become president, and Harrison had already told Tyler that he agreed with Tyler’s plan to assassinate Volkov. So the key was getting Harrison into the oval office.

His mind was now racing fast, plotting scenarios. Finally, he had one he liked. 

With a glazed look in his eyes, his lips trembling, Tyler took out the encrypted phone from his bag and called Derrick Barnes. “Meet me in Rock Creek Park, the usual spot in one hour,” Tyler said without any explanation. Tyler didn’t want to use Chet, his regular driver, to take him to the Rock Creek Park meeting. So he asked Chet to take him to his house on California Street in the tony Kalorama area north of DuPont Circle in Washington. 

Tyler had been divorced five years ago and now lived alone. No one was in the house when he went in the front door, climbed the stairs to the upstairs study, and made a beeline for the wall safe behind a print of a Monet painting. Tyler opened the safe and removed two bundles of cash, which he placed in his briefcase. Then he collapsed into his desk chair and put his head into his hands.

The enormity of what Tyler was planning to do had hit him head on.

HE WAS PLANNING TO ASSASSINATE THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES. 

He had to do it. He didn’t have another way of gaining revenge against Volkov for what he had done to Juliette. Tyler had had tried to set up Anthony Ferrari to kill Volkov, but that failed. He had tried to persuade President Young to authorize Volkov’s assassination. That had failed. He was down to his third and final option. And he didn’t have much time. In his gut, he believed his days were numbered as Young’s National Security Advisor. His exclusion for the Como conference confirmed that he and Young were rarely on the same page. And once he was fired from his job, he would lose the remarkable access to the president that was critical to his plan. But as long as he had that access and the Camp David setting, Tyler would be able to succeed and escape detection.

Yes, he would do it. President Young was collateral damage. Road kill. That was too damn bad. 

He was going to meet Derrick Barnes. 

As Tyler drove, he thought how fortunate he was to have Derrick to help him, off the books. Barnes was a former CIA agent who had been fired from the agency five years ago because he was a wild man who liked to kill and smash heads. One agency psychiatrist had described him as one level removed from a psychopath. When Tyler found him, Barnes had started a private investigating firm, specializing in matrimonial disputes. Mindful of avoiding a paper trail, Tyler always paid Barnes in cash.

When Tyler entered the parking lot next to a deserted Rock Creek Park picnic grove, he observed that the only vehicle in sight was Barnes’ dirty black Ford pickup. Tyler pulled in next to Barnes’ truck and turned off the engine.

Barnes waved to Tyler through his rolled down window, got out of the pickup, and climbed into Tyler’s car. He was wearing a navy-blue windbreaker with large flap pockets. 

“What can I do for you?” Barnes asked.

The moment of truth had arrived. Was he really prepared to assassinate the U.S. president? And risk getting caught?

Damn right, he decided. After what Volkov had done to Juliette, his Juliette, the Russian president had to die. Tyler had no way of accomplishing that himself. His only option was getting the vice president into the White House. 

Sure, his behavior had elements of a roll of the dice, but some chances were worth taking. The odds of avoiding capture, not as good. He realized that but would take the chance. And if he failed, he would join Juliette in the next world. 

Tyler reached into the briefcase resting at his feet and pulled out the two bundles of cash. Handing them to Barnes, he said, “It’s twenty thousand. Ten in each bundle.”

Barnes shoved one bundle into each of his pockets. He waited expectantly for Tyler’s instructions.

Tyler hesitated for a moment thinking about it one final time. 

Eliminating Young was only the means to an end. 

Yes, he would do it.

He turned toward Barnes. “I want you to get me a poison that will cause death.”

Tyler was slurring his words, perspiring heavily. He added, “This can never be traced to you.”

Without flinching, as if he were asked this every day, Barnes replied, “What type of liquid or food item would you like to plant it in. That will affect my choice.”

Tyler thought about it for a minute. President Young loved good red wines, particularly those from Bordeaux, and especially Chateau Haut Brion. That would be the easiest place to plant the poison.

“Red wine,” he told Barnes.

Barnes thought about it for a minute. Then he said, “If you meet me here at noon tomorrow, I’ll give you what you want.”
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Paris

Anthony proved to be prophetic. Getting the immunity deal authorized by the French government was a big deal.

Anthony was in his room at the Hotel Bristol when Brigette called him at five minutes to noon. “Can you come to my office for lunch? I’ll give you a briefing.”

“I’m on my way.”

While walking, Anthony called Renato and gave him a report on what was happening in Paris. “No need for me to be there,” Renato said, “but keep me informed.”

The French had definitely taken on American habits, Anthony thought, as a secretary led him into a conference room where sandwiches were on a tray on the table and cold drinks on the credenza.

Brigette was seated at one end of the table looking at the screen of her iPad. Bernard and Louise were seated across from each other. Anthony sat down next to Bernard.

Brigette looked up. “Everybody, help yourself to lunch.”

Anthony took a sandwich, brie and tomato on a baguette, then a can of apple juice and sat back down.

“It was a tough morning,” Brigette said. “And we’re not home free yet.”

“What happened?”

“The Justice Minister insisted on having four of his aides in the meeting. He also decided to invite the Defense Minister. Maurice brought three of his aides. It turned into a big group fuck. After endless discussion, when all signs pointed toward a green light, the Defense Minister began waffling.”

“Why would anyone be opposed to making this agreement with Yves for immunity?”

“Well, there are some at Defense who like Yves and believe this must be a misunderstanding. Others in Justice don’t want anything to interfere with their ongoing corruption investigation of Yves. And still, others said if this is all the creation of the Americans, why should we launder their dirty linen … and on and on.”

She yawned. “Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

She took a sip of water. Then a bite of sandwich. “Maybe it will clear my brain.”

Anthony asked, “What was the resolution?”

“There wasn’t one.”

“Next step.”

“A delegation of five, three from Justice, including me, and two from Defense, will brief the president at five this afternoon. He’ll decide.”

“That’s good. At least we’ll get a decision.”

“But it may not be the right one. Our president has a close relationship with Yves.”

“Maybe that will help,” Anthony said. “Under this immunity deal Yves avoids jail time for his role in the shooting of Chiara.”

“I suppose that’s right. On the other hand, the president may feel betrayed by Yves, in which case, he’ll want Yves to be punished.”

Anthony found her report disappointing, if not depressing. What if the French president didn’t approve the immunity agreement for Yves, would they ever discover who was responsible for Chiara’s shooting?

Brigette took another bite of sandwich, then said, “Here’s how I intend to play it at the meeting with the president.”

Anthony leaned forward in his chair.

“I’ll emphasize,” she continued, “that even if we give Yves immunity under this agreement, he’ll still likely be charged criminally for corruption, so he won’t be getting a free pass. What do you think?”

“Makes sense to me,” Anthony said. 

“Have you briefed CIA Director Marianne McKee?” Brigette asked.

“I did. She is in agreement with the immunity deal. She’ll try to get the U.S. Attorney General on board.”

“Good. “If we get the French president’s agreement, the Justice Minister would like to talk with the U.S. Attorney General, and I want you to participate in that call.”

“I’ll be happy to.”

“Okay. I’ll let you know. Should be around six, Paris time. Alert Washington. Where are you staying?”

“The Bristol.”

“Good. That’s close to the Elysee Palace. We’ll make the call from there. You’re on board with this plan?”

“It’s the right way to go.”

“Okay. Now, not meaning to be rude. I have to be alone. I need some time to prepare my briefing for the president.”

Anthony went to the American Embassy and called Marianne. She had already briefed John Douglas, the AG, and would do her best to have him available for the call with Paris.

…

The call from Brigette came at ten minutes after six. Anthony was in his room at the Bristol. 

“We have a green light. Come now to the Elysee Palace.”

“I’m on my way.”

As Anthony walked along the Rue St. Honore and crossed the street that held some of the world’s most fashionable designer boutiques, he was feeling pleased with Brigette. She had done her job. At long last, he would be finding out who was responsible for Chiara’s shooting.

Once they were settled in a conference room—the French Justice Minister, Brigette, Bernard, Louise, and Anthony—the Justice Minister called Douglas, his U.S. counterpart, who hooked in Marianne in her CIA office.

After greetings were exchanged, the Justice Minister pointed to Brigette. It was her show.

In short terse sentences she explained what the French president had decided: immunity for Yves provided he gives us the name of the American behind the conspiracy that resulted in Chiara being shot in Corsica. 

“We want your acquiescence, Mr. Douglas,” the Justice Minister said, “because Anthony was threatened, and he’s an American citizen. As a result, you could charge the American and treat Yves as a coconspirator. We want to be able to represent to Yves that he will have immunity under American, as well as French law.”

Douglas replied, “It’s unlikely we would try the American or Yves here. More likely, we would extradite the American to France where the crime occurred.”

“But it’s theoretically possible.”

“Absolutely. At any rate, you can represent to Yves that he will have immunity under American law.” 

“Good. Also, with a high-ranking American official involved, we want to make sure you are in agreement with our approach.”

“It all makes sense. Please call me as soon as Yves tells you the name of the American. If you’re satisfied with Yves’ credibility, we will arrest the American.”

…

At 9:30 in the evening, Anthony, Brigette, Bernard, and Louise climbed into a Justice Ministry SUV for the ride to Yves’ house. They were being trailed by two other cars with armed members of the National Police Force, in the event there should be trouble.

They reached Yves’ house at five minutes to ten. As they turned into the driveway leading to the house, Anthony spotted two local police cars parked in front, lights flashing on the roofs of the cars. Alarm bells went off for Anthony. He didn’t know what had happened, but it had to be bad news.

As soon as the SUV stopped, the four of them jumped out and ran to the front door. Brigette flashed her Justice Ministry ID to the local policeman in charge. 

“What happened?” she asked.

“Terrible accident an hour ago, on the road about a mile from here. Minister Caron was coming home from his office in the Interior Ministry, riding in the back of his car with his regular driver. A truck coming the other way crossed the center of the road and crashed into Minister Caron’s car. The Minister and his driver were killed instantly.”

“And the truck driver?” Bernard asked.

“We haven’t been able to find him, but we’ve launched an intensive search.”

Anthony wanted to sit down in the driveway, put his head into his hands, and cry. Yves had been murdered so he wouldn’t talk to them. Once again, they had hit a dead end. 

“Yves wouldn’t let us protect him,” Brigette said, as if reading Anthony’s mind. “Not a damn thing we could have done about it. Let’s talk to his wife, Chloe. Maybe, she can help us.”

Brigette rang the bell. 

A distinguished looking, gray-haired man in a suit and tie opened the door. Brigette knew him. “Hello, Jean Claude,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m Yves’ lawyer. Why don’t you all come in.”

They entered the house, and Brigette introduced the others.

“We came here to meet with Yves,” Brigette said.

“I knew you were coming. And why. Yves asked me to attend the meeting. He wanted my help in negotiating an immunity agreement with you. That obviously won’t happen.”

“Can we talk to Yves’ wife, Chloe,” Brigette said. “Or I guess more accurately his widow.”

Before Jean Claude responded, Chloe approached them from the living room off the reception area.

Anthony thought she looked quite composed and in control for a woman whose longtime husband had just died. No teary bloodshot eyes for Chloe.

She looked at the four of them. Then she raised her hand and pointed a finger at Louise. “Get that woman out of my house,” she cried out. “I won’t have her here.”

“I’ll wait outside,” Louise said.

“We’d like to talk to you,” Brigette said.

“I’m not talking to anyone.”

With that, Chloe turned around and headed up the stairs.

Running through Anthony’s mind was the nagging thought that someone, perhaps Yves’ coconspirator, had learned that Yves was going to flip and had arranged to have him killed. But how had they learned it?

One possibility was that listening devices had been planted in Yves’ house. He took Brigette and Bernard aside and told them that.

“Good point,” Brigette said.

She told Jean Claude, “I want the police to search the house for listening devices.”

“Why do you want to do that?”

“We believe that someone may have learned of Yves’ intention to cut a deal with us and arranged his death.”

“You don’t think it was an accident?”

Anthony broke in. “And you can’t think so either.”

“We can get a court order for the search if need be,” Brigette said.

“No. That won’t be necessary. Go ahead and do it.”

“Before we do that, Jean Claude, I want to ask you if you know what Yves was planning to tell us.”

“I’m afraid not. I asked him, but he refused to answer. Told me that I’d hear it the same time as you.”

For the next hour, the police thoroughly checked the house, including every phone, looking for a listening device. They didn’t find a thing.

“We’re at a dead end,” Brigette said. “Let’s call it a night.”

They split up. Anthony went to the U.S. Embassy, where he briefed Marianne. “What’s your next step?” she said.

“I don’t know. I’ll keep you informed, but let me ask you something. When we spoke yesterday, you said that you had an idea who the American involved might be, but you wouldn’t tell me. Are you willing to do that now?”

There was a pause. Finally, she said, “Not yet. I want to see how this unfolds.”

“Alright. I understand.”

In fact, he didn’t understand at all, but he couldn’t overrule the CIA Director.

After hanging up the phone, Anthony called Renato and gave him a report.

“Do you think Volkov could have arranged Yves’ murder?” Renato asked. “The same as he killed Igor.”

Anthony thought about it for a minute. “I don’t think so. Based on the timing. This came right before Yves was planning to talk to us. His murder had to be arranged by someone who would be hurt by what Yves told us.”

“So what do you do next?”

“Chloe is our only option.”

“But she wouldn’t talk to you.”

“Chiara may be able to help me get to Chloe.”
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Milan

The next morning, Anthony took the first plane from Paris to Milan. 

When he opened the apartment door, he had to duck to avoid being hit by a flying metronome. Chiara had thrown it from her piano bench across the room where it struck the door and fell to the ground.

That was followed a long string of curses in Italian that would have made a dock worker blush.

Anthony rushed over to her. “Hey … Hey … What’s wrong?”

“I’ll never be able to play this damn piece. And I’ll certainly not be able to do it on May 20. Agreeing to do it so soon after the shooting was stupid. I should tell Giacomo to call it off. In fact, I should tell him to cancel all of my performances. I’m always tired. I hate what I’m doing. I should quit.”

He pulled up a chair and sat down next to her.

“Listen, Chiara, you don’t have to keep doing this if you feel that way. I could give up my consulting business, too. We could have a wonderful life together.”

“Then you won’t love me.”

“Of course I’ll love you, but I don’t think that’s what you want.”

“It’s just fucking hopeless.”

“Can I make a suggestion?”

“Nothing will help.”

“You told me that once you were having a great deal of trouble with a Liszt piece. You consulted your former teacher from the conservatory here in Milan. And he helped you over that rough patch. Why don’t you call him?”

She thought about what he’d said. “Fantino might be able to help me.”

“And I have another suggestion.”

“What’s that?”

“You’ve been talking about endurance, strength, and being tired.”

“All the time.”

“Take half an hour a day away from the piano. Walk outside. The security people will accompany you. Trust me. That will build your stamina.”

“I can’t afford the time.”

“Of course you can. You still have a little over three weeks. This will make your piano more productive. Please try it.”

She sighed. “Okay. I’ll do anything.”

“Good. Now I need your help with something.”

“What’s that?”

“As I told you on the phone last night, we hit a dead end in Paris. Chloe might be of help, but she refused to talk to us last night.”

“I’ll bet if I called her, she’d be willing to talk to you.”

That was exactly what Anthony hoped to hear.

“Let’s give her a little time,” Chiara said. “I’ll call her late this afternoon. See if she’ll talk to you tomorrow. You can fly back to Paris in the morning.”

Chiara placed the call at four. Anthony was in his study trying to eavesdrop which was difficult because Chiara spoke in a soft voice. They were on the phone for almost half an hour. Then Chiara called to Anthony.

 “We had a good talk. I feel sorry for her, and I told her that. She hopes I’ll be able to play at the May 20 concert in Paris. I lied and told her that I was feeling stronger and should be able to play.”

“And my meeting with her?”

“You’re invited to lunch tomorrow at her house. Only one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You come by yourself. And don’t discuss it with anyone else until after the meeting.”

“I can live with that.”

“Good. Now let’s go outside and walk for half an hour. I have to be back here at 6. That’s when Fantino is coming.”
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Paris

Chloe opened the door to her house for Anthony. She was wearing a black skirt and beige silk blouse. Anthony saw a grim expression on the face of a woman, hard as nails. Looking at Chloe reminded Anthony of something he had learned years ago: people underestimate French women. When the First World War ended and practically an entire generation of men had been annihilated or severely wounded, the women moved in and took charge of family businesses and farms.

“Thanks for agreeing to meet with me,” Anthony said.

“Well, I would have done it for Chiara in any event, but I do want to talk to you. Yves never confided in me about his business. I have no idea what you people wanted to discuss with him the night before last. However, I’m no fool. Based on timing right before your meeting, I realize that was no accident. Yves was murdered. Being totally in the dark, I’m worried I may be at risk myself. I have to know what this is all about. Now let’s talk over lunch.”

She led the way to a screened in patio in the back. The table was set: cold seafood salads at two places, a basket of bread in the center of the table, an open bottle of Meursault chilling in an ice bucket. Chloe had no doubt wanted privacy for her conversation with Anthony and asked her housekeeper to leave them alone. She poured them each a glass of wine. Then raised hers and said, “To better times.”

Anthony waited until Chloe ate some salad. He did as well. 

“Now, tell me what Yves was involved in,” she said.

Anthony took a deep breath before responding, “We believe Yves was part of a conspiracy that led to the shooting of Chiara in Corsica.”

Chloe’s head snapped back. “My God. I had no idea. Why would anyone want to shoot Chiara? She’s such a superb pianist, a true artist with no political agenda.”

“Their goal was to persuade me that Russian President Volkov was responsible, in the hope that I would assassinate Volkov in revenge. And it almost worked.”

“What did Yves stand to gain from this conspiracy?”

“Money. They paid him 500,000 Euros deposited in a Swiss bank account for his participation.”

“How dreadful. I didn’t know he had a Swiss bank account. He was even worse than I thought. I’ll do anything I can to help you. Tell me what you want to know.”

“Yves told us that a top American official was the mastermind of this conspiracy. He was planning to give us the name of the American when we came to the house the night of his death. So my question to you is did Yves have any meetings with top American officials in the last few months?”

She thought about it for a minute, shook her head, and said, “I can’t recall any.”

Anthony took out his iPad and pulled up a photo of Igor, not the one of his mutilated body in Ravello, but one from the carabinieri files taken a year ago. He showed Chloe the picture. “Do you know whether Yves ever met with his man?”

Again, she shook her head. “Since Yves never confided in me, I have no idea what he did when he wasn’t with me. And also you should know that my husband … sorry he’s no longer my husband … Yves traveled a great deal, usually without me. Sometimes for legitimate Ministry business and sometimes … We didn’t have much of a marriage … So sometimes he said it was Ministry business when it was an excuse to go off for sex with his latest tart du jour. He could have met the man in the photo, or this American official on any of those trips.”

“Are you aware of any trips Yves took in the last several months?”

“Wait a minute. Let me check my calendar. I remember something, but I want to be sure.”

She left the room and returned a few minutes later carrying a leather bound diary. 

Chloe leafed through the diary. “Yes, this is what I thought. Last month from March first to the third Yves went somewhere warm because he came back suntanned. I asked him where he’d gone; he wouldn’t tell me. He just said, ‘Boring business meeting.’

“Do you have any information about that meeting?” 

“As a matter of fact, I do. I had been considering a divorce so I hired a detective, Carlos DuPree … To find out who Yves was seeing.”

Anthony hesitated. This was awkward; yet he had to ask. The March meeting could be critical. “Did Carlos tell you who Yves took with him on that March trip. Maybe someone from his staff at the Ministry of Interior, or …”

“You mean his mistress at the time. If I weren’t such a lady, I would call her his latest whore. Is that what you’re asking?”

Anthony blushed. “I guess so. Would you happen to have that woman’s name and contact information?”

She leafed through her diary. Then said, “The woman he took with him is Jeanne Girard. She’s 22 years old. Somebody more his age. An art history student at the Sorbonne.”

Chloe gave Anthony an address and the phone number in the apartment for Jeanne. “Courtesy of Carlos DuPree.” He entered them into his iPad.

“Is there anything else I can tell you?” she asked.

“Nothing. You’ve been incredibly helpful and I very much appreciate it.”

“I hope it enables you to get to the bottom of this. Meantime, I want you to know that when Chiara performs with the Orchestra de Paris on May 20, following the concert, I intend to have a celebration in her honor. Please don’t tell her though. I want it to be a surprise, and I don’t want to put any pressure on her to rush her recovery.”

Anthony left Chloe’s house and took an Uber to Jeanne’s address. It was four o’clock. He saw a brassiere a block away. Anthony went inside, grabbed a coffee, and sat down.

From there, he called Jeanne’s apartment. No answer. He’d try again in an hour and every hour after that until she answered. Then he would immediately hang up and go to her apartment. At six o’clock, Jeanne answered. Anthony put away his phone, left the brasserie and walked to her apartment.

She lived on the third floor of a red brick building, a few blocks from the Ecole Militaire on the left bank. 

Anthony knocked on the wooden door. A woman called out, “Who’s there?”

“My name is Anthony Ferrari. I want to talk to you about Yves Caron. I got your name from his wife, Chloe.”

Anthony held his breath, hoping she opened the door. If not, he would have to return with Brigette and compel Jeanne to talk to them. After almost a minute, she did.

“You’re Jeanne Girard,” he said. 

She nodded warily.

Jeanne was tall and blonde, with a gorgeous face, resembling a model more than a student of art history.

She looked scared, very scared.

She studied his face. “I’ve seen you on television.”

“I was formerly a congressman in the U.S.”

“And your friend Chiara Moretti, the famous pianist, was shot in Corsica.”

“That’s right.”

“Why are you talking to me?”

“We believe that Yves death wasn’t accidental. He was murdered. I’m working with the police to find out who was responsible.”

She seemed puzzled. “But what do I have to do with it?”

“Chloe told me about your relationship with Yves.”

Jeanne looked indignant. “They didn’t really have a marriage. That wasn’t my fault. It’s not like I broke up a loving family.”

“Listen, Jeanne, I hate bothering you. I know this has to be a difficult time for you.”

“Thank you for saying that. It is. Yves and I loved each other. He planned to divorce his wife. After that, we would get married.”

“Then, if you loved him, I’m sure you’ll help us find out who was responsible for his death.”

Jeanne thought about that for a minute. “I don’t want to get involved.”

“Unfortunately, you are involved because of your relationship with Yves.”

“Should I have a lawyer?”

“There’s no reason for that. I only have a couple of questions to ask you. No one suspects you of anything.”

Anthony could tell she was hesitating. He wanted to push her over the edge. He took out his iPad and showed her the picture he had of Igor when he was alive, and the one taken in Ravello, of Igor’s mutilated body. She cringed.

“These are the people who did this. You should tell me what you know so we can catch them. Otherwise they could come after you.”

She was wobbling on her feet, shaking her head, “Okay,” she finally said. “Let’s sit down. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

As they settled into chairs, Anthony noticed Jeanne was wearing a Cartier watch with diamonds around the face. A gift from Yves?

“That man in the photo I just showed you. Have you ever seen him before?”

“I’ll bet he had something to do with Yves’ death. I knew that man was an evil Russian the one time I saw him.”

“When was that?”

“At Punta del Este in Uruguay when we went in March.”

“The first through the third?”

She nodded.

At last, Anthony thought he was getting somewhere.

“Tell me about your trip to Punta.”

“Yves and I had been seeing each other for about a year. We met at the opening of an art exhibition at a gallery off the Rue St. Honore. He asked for my number and he called me the next day. On our first date he told me that he was planning to divorce his wife. So I never felt guilty about our relationship. He gave me gifts, and he took me on trips—things I couldn’t afford. In truth, although I told you that we loved each other, I didn’t delude myself into believing that he loved me. For me, it was fun being with an older powerful man. Nothing like the students I had dated before. And Yves was still … you know virile. I gave him the kind of sex that men his age only fantasize about. Not meaning to be crude, but a lot of men will do anything for a woman who can arouse and satisfy them that way. You understand?”

“Of course.”

“Anyhow, at the end of February when it was freezing here, Yves asked me if I wanted to go somewhere warm for a few days. So I said yes. On the first of March, we flew off to Montevideo and then by car to Punta del Este. I had never even heard of that place. It’s a very glamorous resort in Uruguay frequented by wealthy Argentines. We stayed at the luxurious Grand Hotel.”

“So when did Yves meet this evil Russian?”

Jeanne coughed and cleared her throat. “The second day we were in Punta, Yves and I went to the beach in the morning around ten o’clock. We were sitting on beach chairs facing the water. The beach was deserted then because the vacationing Argentines eat dinner late, and start their day late. Well, anyhow, two men came over and sat down next to us. It was clear that Yves knew them. He greeted them in English, and they replied in English. I didn’t like the looks of one of them—the Russian—as soon as I saw him.”

“How’d you know he was Russian if they were talking English?”

“Because Yves asked me to take a walk on the beach. It was obvious that he wanted to talk to his friends so I got up to go for a beach walk. That’s when the man, the one on your picture, said in Russian, ‘Yves, you’re a lucky man. With her tits and ass, I’d give anything to fuck her.’ He didn’t know that I’d studied Russian in school and understood what he said.

“As soon as I moved away, the three men began talking. At that point, I pretended to be checking the time. I was wearing my Apple watch, not this one which Yves gave me a week after we came back from Punta. I used my watch to take a picture of the three of them.”

“Why’d you do that?”

“The Russian seemed so evil that I thought they must be up to something no good. I wanted an insurance policy if Yves ever tried to break off our relationship.”

Anthony wondered whether Jeanne might also think she could use the photograph to get a payoff from Yves, but he didn’t say that.

“Would it be possible for you to send me that photo electronically,” Anthony said.

Jeanne thought about it for a minute, “I won’t be getting into trouble. Will I?”

“I promise you won’t.”

She got up, went into the other room, and returned with the Apple watch. She forwarded the photo to Anthony.

Wanting to make sure he had it, Anthony looked at the picture on his iPad. It was clear. Yves in the center, Igor on one side, and wait a minute, on the other side was General Tyler.

Anthony couldn’t believe it. General Tyler was the American governmental official who was part of this conspiracy. 

“What happened when you came back from your walk?” 

“The other two men were gone. I never saw either of them again.”

Anthony thanked her and left. While driving to the American Embassy to brief Marianne, he called Chiara. 

“I’ve had good success,” he told her. “I’ve identified the American involved. I’d like to fly to Washington and make sure he’s punished. Is that okay with you?”

“Absolutely. Fantino is a big help. Truthfully, I will not miss you. For the first time, I feel as if I’m making some progress on this piece.”

“I’m so happy to hear that. And you’re walking every day?”

“I am. Be careful in Washington.”

He went right to the Embassy communication room. As soon as Marianne picked up the phone, Anthony blurted out. “General Tyler.”

“General Tyler what?”

“He’s the American involved with Igor and Yves.”

“You have strong evidence?”

“Very strong. I want to take the first flight from Paris to Washington. I’ll come right to your office and present it to you.”

“See you then.”

Next, he called Brigette and asked her to hook in Louise, Renato, and Bernard. Once they were all on the line, Anthony reported in detail on his meetings with Chloe and Jeanne.

“Good job,” Brigette said.

“Yes,” Renato added.

“Ditto,” Bernard said.

“Thanks,” Anthony responded. “I’m flying to Washington in the morning. I want to make sure General Tyler doesn’t wiggle out of this.”

“I’m happy to hear it’s Washington’s problem,” Brigette said. “I’ll sleep better tonight.”

Louise was quiet.

…

As soon as the call with Anthony ended, Louise called Renato.

“Anthony did a wonderful job,” Renato said.

“Now that’s behind us, at least in Europe, I’d like to have dinner with you in Paris, the next time you’re here.”

“I would like that. I have to be at Interpol in Lyon tomorrow for a meeting. I could take a train at the end of the afternoon.”

“Have you ever eaten at L’ Epicure, the gourmet restaurant in the Hotel Bristol?”

“Never have.”

“You’ll love it. How about 8:30?”

“I’ll meet you there.”

As she put down the phone, Louise thought: Never count me out.
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Washington

General Tyler was leading a meeting of his top deputies in the conference room next to his office. The topic was the G-7 meeting in Como. They were assessing what happened.

Lisa Murchison, the Deputy for European Affairs, was making a PowerPoint presentation. She flashed Russian President Volkov’s picture on the screen.

“Inviting him was a mistake,” she said. “I know that the Germans wanted him there, but as usual, he was an obstructionist. Someone once defined insanity as making the same mistake over and over again and expecting a different result. That’s an apt description of what happened with Volkov in Como.”

Tyler was having trouble concentrating. His mind was focused on Paris. That damn Anthony had wrecked all of his plans. Even worse, Anthony was now coming to Washington. He had to assume …

“General Tyler,” Lisa said. Hearing that, he snapped to attention. “I know you’ll be going to Camp David this weekend. Would you like me to prepare an analysis of what I’ve heard from officials in European countries?”

“Absolutely. That would be helpful.”

The meeting broke up ten minutes later. When he returned to his office and he was alone, Tyler sat in his desk chair and closed his eyes. He was thinking about Camp David and his plan to assassinate President Young.

The president’s secretary had called, inviting Tyler along with the president’s other top advisors to Camp David, in order to review what had happened at the G-7 in Como and to decide on next steps.

That was where Tyler had planned to assassinate the president. He was ready. Earlier today, Barnes had given Tyler a small bottle with the Levofentanyl . Barnes had explained it won’t begin acting immediately. “No one will suspect you if you are not with the victim when it takes effect. Once it begins acting, the symptoms will be consistent with an opioid overdose, causing initially paralysis, then a coma, and finally death in about three days.”

Barnes also gave Tyler a second bottle. “This contains the antidote,” Barnes had said. 

“I don’t want that.” Tyler had said, a crazed look in his eyes.

“It’s good to have in the unlikely event you change your mind after you’ve given the poison.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.”

“You should have it anyhow as a precaution. This poison is potent. If a few drops are spilled accidentally, it could be a real problem.”

Tyler then locked the poison and the antidote in the safe in his house in Washington.

The problem was that Camp David wasn’t until the weekend. It was only Wednesday, and Anthony was on his way to Washington. Tyler had to assume that Anthony either knew about Tyler’s involvement with Igor and Yves, or that he was close to learning that. President Young didn’t like Anthony, so that meant Anthony wouldn’t have an easy time persuading Young to act even, though Marianne was helping him. 

But regardless, Tyler was in a race against time. He couldn’t let Anthony persuade Young to arrest him before the weekend and Camp David. The issue would be moot after that. President Young would be dead.
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Washington

Anthony’s plane touched down in Washington at five minutes after two in the afternoon. He picked up a rental car and went right to CIA headquarters in Langley to meet with Marianne. After calling Marianne’s office, one of the guards in the lobby led Anthony to the elevator. 

Once they were seated in the living area, she said, “Tell me how you know Tyler was involved in this conspiracy with Yves and Igor.”

“Remember the old expression: one picture is worth a thousand words?”

“Sure.”

He took out his iPad and forwarded to Marianne the picture taken at Punta. She looked at her computer screen and studied it.

“Taken in early March in Punta del Este,” Anthony said. “Tyler was meeting with Yves and Igor.”

“Who took it?”

“Jeanne Girard, Yves’ mistress. Yves took her along for a little recreation. The three men must have made their plans then.”

“I’m not surprised. Tyler was my guess.”

“Based on what?”

“A couple days ago, Tyler set a meeting with President Young, which the president asked me to attend. It was the three of us and Vice President Harrison. At this meeting, Tyler told the president that he had just learned that Volkov had met secretly in Sochi with Chinese President Chao. According to Tyler, at this meeting, Volkov persuaded Chao to form an alliance with Russia to vanquish the United States.”

Anthony was perplexed. “What was the basis for Tyler’s info?”

“He claimed that he heard it from a long time and reliable source of his from his DIA days named Stepan Suslov. His source, Suslov, had been conveniently murdered by Volkov, Tyler said, after passing this information to Tyler. As a result of this intel, Tyler proposed that Young authorize him to use Ukrainians to assassinate Volkov.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. He was pressing hard and he had Vice President Harrison on his side.”

“A real lightweight.”

“Agreed. I was of course opposed to this absurd proposal. President Young agreed with me and rejected Tyler’s proposal out of hand. He also asked me to investigate and to see what I could learn about the Russian-Chinese agreement.”

“What’d you find?”

“Volkov and Chao did have a meeting in Sochi. They discussed economic and trade issues, particularly energy. According to my sources, an alliance to take action against the United States was never discussed.”

“And you reported this to Young?”

“Of course.”

“What did he say?”

“General Tyler’s source must have misled him. For some reason, which I can’t figure out, Young likes Tyler and gives him the benefit of the doubt. I don’t even know why he gave Tyler the job, but he did.” 

“I’ve found over the years that sometimes even intelligent people have a blind spot for someone they like and don’t realize the harm they’re doing.”

“I guess that’s right.”

Anthony stood up, walked over to the credenza that held a water carafe and glasses. “You want some?” he asked Marianne.

“Sure.”

He poured two glasses and handed her one.

“What you’ve told me about President Young’s blind spot for General Tyler is important,” said Anthony. “What it means is that while the photo is helpful, we should look for other evidence. We can’t talk to the president about this until we have an absolutely iron-clad case against Tyler.” 

 “While you were flying all day, I’ve been thinking about how we could build a case against him.”

“What’d you decide?”

“We should start digging in Tyler’s background. I want to find out what’s motivating him. His animosity toward Volkov seems to be driven by more than just politics or policy disputes. Wanting to assassinate the Russian president is so extreme. It seems to be something personal. Almost a vendetta.”

Anthony was nodding in agreement. “I know a place we can start.”

“Tell me because I don’t.”

“Until Young appointed Tyler as National Security Advisor, he had spent his whole career in the Defense Intelligence Agency, rising to DIA Director.”

“Correct.”

“When I was the Chairman of the House Intelligence Committee, I developed a good relationship with General George Schmidt, who succeeded Tyler as DIA Director. He was Tyler’s deputy at the time and in charge of the DIA’s liaison with Congress. Schmidt was career DIA. Although he never said it directly, my sense is that he couldn’t stand Tyler. So I’m confident he’ll talk to me without alerting Tyler.”

Marianne was nodding. “Schmidt sounds like he could be helpful.”

Anthony took out his phone and called Schmidt’s office. His secretary, Caroline, who had the job when Anthony was in Congress, said, “Oh, Congressman Ferrari, I was sorry to hear about Chiara. I hope she’s okay.”

“Fortunately, she’s recovered.”

“I’m happy to hear that.”

“I want to talk to George. Is he available?”

“He’s in the air now, returning from Asia. He arrives late tonight. He’ll be in the office tomorrow morning.”

“Does he have time to see me?”

“Will nine work?”

“Perfect. I’ll be there.”

Anthony put down the phone and turned to Marianne. “I’m meeting with Schmidt tomorrow morning at nine.”

He yawned. “Sorry. I’m on Europe time and a little tired. Which is strange. That never happened to me before.”

“You’re not as young as you used to be?”

“Thanks for pointing that out. It would never have occurred to me.”

“Where are you staying tonight?”

“My house is in Georgetown. I never sold it.”

She walked over to the credenza, pulled out a Glock pistol, and handed it to Anthony. “I think you should have this.”

“You really think that’s necessary.”

“Well, we’ve already lost Yuri in Ravello and Yves in Paris. Now that you’re on my turf, I don’t want to lose Anthony in Washington.

…

Anthony was hungry. He didn’t feel like cooking dinner at home. So after dropping his bag at the Georgetown house, he decided to go to Il Canale, a top Washington pizza place.

Before leaving for the restaurant, he called Chiara on the encrypted phone.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“My manager, Giacomo, just called. He wanted to confirm that I’ll be ready to play with the Paris orchestra in five weeks, on May 20.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“I’ll be there.”

“That’s wonderful. I reserved a box six months ago. I’ll be there as well to hear an amazing performance.”

“I’m so glad you feel like that. Did you have a good flight?”

“Very good, and I met with Marianne. She’s completely on board. We developed a game plan.”

“I just hope you succeed. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

After pizza at Il Canale, washed down with a Barbera, Anthony walked home, fifteen minutes north on 31st in Georgetown. His house was a three-story, red brick townhouse. After showering and getting ready to fall into bed on the second floor, Anthony remembered the Glock pistol. Even though the house had a security system with a burglar alarm, which he had set, he decided to keep it next to his bed.

Exhausted, Anthony immediately fell asleep.
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Paris

Louise had thoroughly enjoyed dinner at the Bristol Hotel with Renato. After a couple of glasses of a powerful 2015 Cote Rotie, with a deep red color, that Louise selected, Renato, who had been tense, relaxed. He talked about growing up in Naples and how he’d been discriminated against as a southerner, while working his way up in the Italian intelligence establishment dominated by northerners. He had great admiration and respect for Anthony. They ate an artichoke first course, followed by lamb. By the third glass of wine, Renato said, “I think Anthony was in love with you when you were seeing him.”

Louise was surprised. “He told you about the two of us.”

“Not exactly, but I could tell. Our working relationship morphed into friendship.”

She reached across the table and placed her hand on Renato’s. He left it there.

“Anthony was too self-centered and American for me,” she said. “So I broke it off. I gave him a phony story about my family. I was married at the time. I didn’t want to bruise his ego. And I’ve never had any regrets. A mentor once told me: ‘Never look in the rearview mirror.’ I think that’s sound advice.”

“A good expression. I’ll remember that.” 

“Were you surprised that General Tyler was the American involved with Yves and Igor?”

“For sure. I know he hates Russian President Volkov, but I would never have thought he’d be capable of doing this.”

When dinner ended, the waiter brought the check. Louise insisted on paying over Renato’s objection. She asked him, “Where are you staying this evening?”

“In Paris, I usually stay at a little place on the left bank, but I never got around to making a reservation. I’m sure they’ll take me.”

“I have a guest room in my apartment and it’s not far.”

Fifteen minutes later, they entered Louise’s apartment. She kicked off her shoes.

“Give me a minute, Renato, I want to change into something more comfortable. Then we can have an Armagnac. I have one from 1985.”

She pointed to a credenza along one wall, that held bottles and glasses. “Why don’t you pour for us?”

He loosened his tie and took off his shoes. “Sounds good.”

Louise went into the bedroom and removed all of her clothes. Even her underwear. Then she put on a sheer silk pale yellow nightgown that showed her blonde bush and her breasts.

She was tingling with excitement. Making love with a man for the first time was particularly exhilarating. And Renato was tall. Her experience was that tall men were usually well-endowed. Aroused, her nipples were standing up.

“You’re in for the time of your life, Renato,” she mumbled to herself as she stroked her wet vagina. “I’m going to fuck your brains out.”

She lowered the lighting in the bedroom to dim. Then she called, “Renato, could you come here? I need you.”

He walked into the bedroom, looked at her, and gaped.

“This wasn’t what I was expecting.”

She moved up close to Renato and took off his tie. Next, she helped him out of his jacket.

As he placed his arms around her, she reached up and kissed him. They held the kiss for a long time. Meanwhile, her hands were working. She unhooked his belt, letting his pants drop to the floor. Slid down his underpants, and grabbed his already stiff cock in her hand. Her instinct had been right. It was long and thick.

She slipped out of her nightgown and led him over to the bed. She pushed him down on his back.

“I like to be on top,” she said.

“Whatever makes you happy.”

She climbed on and guided his stiff prick into her.

They moved their bodies together, becoming more and more aroused. But she wasn’t thinking about Renato. She was thinking about Anthony. This is what you’re missing, Anthony. And I’ll bet you never get sex like this from that piano player.

Finally, they climaxed together.

She rolled off and snuggled up to Renato, pulling a sheet up over their bodies. 

Half an hour later, she reached between his legs. After fondling him for a minute, he was ready to go again. “I hope you’re not planning to sleep tonight,” she said.

“Who needs sleep?”

“Good.”

She disappeared under the sheet and took him into her mouth.
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Washington

Anthony woke up at 3:25 in the morning to go the bathroom. On the way, he heard noise coming from downstairs. 

Moving quietly, he went back to the bedroom and grabbed the pistol. With stealth, he walked to the top of the stairs and listened carefully. 

Someone was definitely in the house. He couldn’t tell how many there were. It was clear that they were professionals who knew how to neutralize his sophisticated security system.

Anthony ducked down to a crouch and held his position off to one side, at the top of the stairs. The second floor was dark except for slivers of moonlight filtering in through breaks in the curtains. Anthony heard footsteps on the stairs, coming closer. His guess was that the intruder or intruders would assume he was asleep in an upstairs bedroom, climb the stairs, and shoot him in bed. 

Gripping his gun, Anthony moved quietly to a bathroom, along the second floor corridor. He waited patiently. From behind the door, he watched a single figure, a large beefy man, lumber up the stairs on his toes.

The intruder must have assumed that the master bedroom was in the front of the house. He walked that way, holding a gun in his hand. Anthony moved into the corridor, behind the intruder. He was watching as the intruder was about to enter the master bedroom. Anthony wanted to capture the man alive in order to interrogate him and find out whether Tyler or someone else had sent him. 

Anthony raised his gun and shouted at the intruder’s back. “I’m armed. Drop your gun and turn around.”

The intruder didn’t comply. Instead he wheeled around and opened fire. Anthony dropped to the floor while firing back, one, two, three rounds. The intruder’s gun was silent. Anthony turned on the hall light. The intruder was on his back, the gun at his side.

Anthony ran over and checked the man’s pulse. He was still alive, barely and unconscious.

Anthony called 911. Then he checked for ID. The intruder didn’t have any. 

Ten minutes later, the police and ambulance had not arrived. Anthony checked his pulse again. The intruder was dead.

Anthony turned on the light and studied his assailant. He had a ruddy complexion, short blonde hair, and a scar on his right cheek. Anthony didn’t recall ever having seen him in the past.

He called Marianne and explained what happened. Also that the intruder didn’t have ID. “Use your influence with the D.C. Police,” he pleaded. “Or I’ll spend the next 12 hours at headquarters answering questions.”

“Will do. As soon as they arrive, let me know. I’ll talk to the officer in charge. Also, tell him not to have their people move the body. I’ll send over an FBI forensic team to take prints and DNA. They can run it through their lab and database. If there’s any way of getting an ID on this guy, they’ll be able to do it.”

While waiting for the police to come, two thoughts were running through Anthony’s mind: who knew he was in Washington, and why did someone want to kill him? 

Each time the answer came back the same: Tyler must have known he was here, and Tyler wanted to kill him before Anthony exposed Tyler’s role in the conspiracy to shoot Chiara.
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Washington

During his time as Director of the DIA, General Tyler had developed a close relationship with some key members of the Washington police force. One of them was Deputy Police Commissioner James Polk.

When Tyler didn’t receive a call from Barnes last night, or early this morning, telling him that Anthony had been eliminated, he realized something had gone wrong. He called Polk.

“Congratulations on your new White House job,” Polk told Tyler.

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“What can I do for you, General?”

“We’ve been watching possible Chinese spies who have been spending time in Georgetown, and I heard there was some serious police action there last night or early this morning. I want to make sure that it didn’t involve my Chinese targets. Can you tell me about that incident?”

“Sure, but I don’t know much. The FBI bounced our people out of there in a heartbeat.”

“Really. Why?”

“Beats me. They never explain to us what they’re doing. Anyhow, a Caucasian male without any ID broke into the house of Anthony Ferrari, the former Congressman. Anthony shot and killed the intruder. Poor bastard picked the wrong house to break into. I assumed it was a robbery, but now I’m wondering if your Chinese targets may have sent the intruder.”

The news jolted Tyler. So Barnes was dead. He should have guessed that’s what occurred when Barnes didn’t call.

“Anyhow,” Polk continued, “Within minutes, the FBI was all over the crime scene, taking samples.”

“Was Anthony Ferrari hurt or wounded?”

“Not a scratch. I’ve heard he’s a tough SOB.”

Tyler put down the phone and evaluated how this news impacted him.

The FBI would no doubt identify Barnes as the shooter. But so what? Hopefully, Barnes didn’t have any information on his body or in his house to implicate Tyler.

Actually, Tyler caught a break, he decided, with Barnes being dead. A worse outcome would be Barnes captured and able to turn on Tyler to save himself. 

Still, Barnes being dead was a huge loss for Tyler. He now didn’t have any way of silencing Anthony. 

He did have time on his side. All he had to do was get through the next day and a half. Once he reached Camp David, Anthony wouldn’t be able to get to Young. And when he was finished with Young, the president would never be able to move against him.
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Washington

By the time the FBI forensic people took fingerprints and samples from the intruder in Anthony’s house, as well as other data, and carted the body away, it was six in the morning.

After they left, Anthony slept for about an hour and a half, showered, and ate breakfast consisting of black coffee and stale bran cereal. Then it was time to leave for his meeting with George Schmidt at the headquarters of the U.S. government’s Defense Intelligence Agency, or DIA as it was known in the Washington alphabet soup. 

Schmitt was located in DIA headquarters at Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling in S.E. Washington. As Anthony drove, he thought how peculiar it was that the Defense Department wanted its own intelligence agency to gather defense and military intelligence and had been unwilling to rely on the CIA. Anthony recalled that DIA, founded in 1961, had been the brainchild of Defense Security Robert McNamara. 

Schmidt’s secretary led Anthony into the director’s large corner office with a view of the base.

“Good to see you again, Anthony,” Schmidt said and pointed to a carafe on a table. “Help yourself.” And they both got coffee. Then Schmidt led the way to the conference table in the corner.

“Real sorry to hear about Chiara and the shooting in Corsica. Is she alright?”

“Thanks. She’s made a good recovery.”

“What are you doing now?”

“I started an international security consulting firm based in Milan, but I’m here today in connection with what happened to Chiara in Corsica. I’m coordinating with Marianne McKee on that. Since you and I have worked closely together in the past, she asked me to talk to you.”

“Sure. What can I tell you?”

“Can we have a conversation that remains in this room?”

“Of course. What are old friends for?”

“Good. The subject is your former boss, General Tyler.”

“Personally, I was happy to see him go. He has a brilliant mind, graduated first in his class at West Point. Fabulous on strategy. But Tyler is a real prick. With him, it was always ‘my way or the highway.’ He was usually right, but that’s no way to act. Good luck to President Young if he thinks he can keep Tyler under control. That’s probably more than you wanted to know. Anyhow, why are you interested in Tyler?”

“Let me give you the short version. We’ve made progress in determining who was responsible for Chiara’s shooting. The conspirators are an American, a Frenchman, and a Russian émigré. What these three have in common is a hatred of Russian President Volkov, Their plan was to make it look like Volkov was responsible for Chiara’s shooting, in the hope that I would go after Volkov … And it almost worked.”

“That’s wild.”

“Yeah, wild is a good adjective. Anyhow, we’ve been able to determine the identity of the Russian and the Frenchman. We’re still searching for the American.”

“And you think it might be Tyler.”

“At this point, we’re checking out all the possibilities. I’ve heard that Tyler dislikes Volkov, which if true, puts him in the candidate pool. I was wondering if you could confirm that.”

Schmidt laughed. “Dislikes is too mild. Tyler despises Volkov. Over the years, I’ve heard him make comments about Volkov. He couldn’t mention the Russian leader without cursing. When we were planning operations, if there was ever a way to stick it to the Russkies once Volkov became president, that was the option Tyler selected.”

“Do you have any idea why Tyler felt that way about Volkov?”

Schmidt shook his head. “I don’t, but it goes back a long way. Clearly, before Volkov’s Russian presidency.”

“Anything in Tyler’s background, or early years with DIA, that might shed some light on it?”

“What are you thinking?”

“Maybe an operation in which Tyler clashed with Volkov during Volkov’s KGB years.”

Schmidt thought about it for a minute, wrinkled his forehead, then replied, “Nothing like that, but …”

Schmidt was hesitating.

“What is it?” Anthony asked.

“You want to hear gossip?”

“Sure. I’m desperate.”

“This was repeated to me by one of the old-timers who didn’t like Tyler. He told me that thirty-five years ago, Tyler, a young DIA agent, was assigned to Paris to interact with NATO. At that time, the Berlin Wall had not yet fallen. The U.S. and our western European allies were spying on the Russians, and they were doing the same to us. 

“At any rate, what I heard was that Tyler, who was 27 then, married and since divorced, was having an affair with a French woman. It turned out that his French mistress was a Russian spy. It gets all murky after that. Tyler claimed he knew she was a spy, and he took up with her to obtain information. There was an investigation at DIA Headquarters in Washington. The conclusion was that Tyler hadn’t done anything wrong.”

“Was Volkov involved in any way?”

“I don’t know. I never heard that, but as I said, this is all gossip. I wasn’t in Paris at the time. In fact, I was still in high school.”

“How can I get the file on this incident from DIA records?”

Schmidt smiled. “You can’t. I tried a few years ago. I was curious when I was butting heads with the bastard over something. I wanted to see if I could learn anything that would give me leverage over him. What I learned was that the file had been deep-sixed. Tyler has friends in high places. The old West Point network.”

“Is there anybody still in DIA who was in Paris at that time?”

“I’m confident the answer to that question is no.”

Anthony frowned. Schmidt was silent for a minute, his forehead wrinkled. Finally, he said, “The French may have a file on this incident. A few years ago they scanned all their files and converted them to digital. I’ll call Colonel Petit, with whom I interact, ask him if he can locate the file, and forward it to me.”

“Please emphasize that it’s extremely confidential.”

“Will do. I’d love to nail that SOB Tyler.”

From DIA headquarters, Anthony drove to Langley.

“Your timing is good,” Marianne told Anthony when he entered her office. “I just got back the FBI report on the intruder you killed last night.”

“What’d they find?” 

“From DNA and prints, they learned that his name is Derrick Barnes. He had been with the CIA for several years and was fired three years ago.”

“Why was he fired?”

“I read his personnel file. He was analyzed as almost psychotic by an Agency psychiatrist. He was constantly attacking enemy agents without approval and with excessive force.”

“I’ll bet Tyler knows I’ve zeroed in on him, and he sicked Barnes on me. Did the FBI search Barnes’ house for any link to Tyler?”

“Absolutely. They also checked his bank statements, email, and phone records. No link to Tyler. What they did find in his house was cash. Lots of cash.”

“That must be how Tyler paid Barnes.”

“For sure. But bottom line is we didn’t find a shred of evidence from Barnes to implicate Tyler. How’d you do with your friend George Schmidt?”

Anthony provided Marianne with a report of the discussion. “I know it’s a long shot, but it’s a chance that could come through.”

“Meantime, I have another idea,” Marianne said. “CIA communications people are very good. I’ll have them get me a list of the incoming and outgoing calls from Tyler’s office, cell, and home phones. They’ll be able to do it without alerting him.”

“You think he would have been stupid enough to talk with Igor or Yves?”

“Certainly possible. Also, he has the authority to use drones. I want to check and see if he made any use of drones in this operation.”

“Good, we have plenty going. Lots of possibilities.”

“We’ll have to take a break this weekend.”

“Why’s that?”

“I have to be at Camp David. President Young has assembled his top aides to discuss results of the G-7 in Como. I leave Friday evening.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yeah. And I return Sunday morning. The agenda is meetings all day Saturday, starting at eight a.m. Then dinner together. We break up Sunday morning.”

“I imagine Tyler will be there, too.”

“For sure. It would be great if we had enough evidence to nail Tyler before I go. That way on Sunday morning, when people are leaving, I could get some time alone with the president and present our case.”

“When do you leave tomorrow?”

“About three o’clock, in the afternoon.”

“Let’s meet here at two and take stock of what we have.”
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Washington

It was Thursday evening. General Tyler was relieved that President Young hadn’t called him to discuss his involvement with Igor and Yves. That meant Anthony didn’t have enough evidence, or that he couldn’t persuade Marianne to act. By tomorrow evening, it would be too late. Tyler and the president would be at Camp David, where Anthony couldn’t reach Young. 

To pass the time, Tyler went to the Nats game.

They were playing the Mets, but Tyler wasn’t watching. All he was thinking about was the upcoming weekend at Camp David. 

Tyler rehearsed in his mind how it would play out. Tomorrow afternoon, when he packed, he would remove from the safe in his house the small bottle resembling an eye drop applicator which contained Levofentanyl, a variation of the powerful opioid fentanyl. Tyler had done research on it. The internet had confirmed what Barnes had told him. It was slow-acting. In the first few hours after exposure, the victim feels weak and drowsy. After that, it would begin to shut down the respiratory system, and death will come in a couple of days. The other characteristic of Levofentanyl is that it is extremely difficult to detect, even by top doctors. This meant they would not be able to analyze what was wrong with Young and to come up with the antidote before he died. 

Barnes had also given Tyler a second bottle, containing the antidote for Levofentanyl, which had to be administered by injection. When Tyler had asked why Barnes had given him the antidote, Barnes had told him that he could use it if he changed his mind. But also, the Levofentanyl is so dangerous that in case Tyler got a drop on his skin by accident, that could be devastating. He would need to use the antidote. Tyler decided to leave the antidote in the safe at the house. He would never change his mind about killing the president, and he would be very careful. No need to take the antidote with him.

But what he would also pack in his suitcase was a bottle of 1990 Haut Brion, a particular favorite of President Young’s, as well as a corkscrew. Then Saturday evening after everyone else had drifted away or gone to sleep, Tyler planned to go to the president’s cabin where the two of them would be alone and could enjoy a glass of the Haut Brion. That’s where Tyler would remove the bottle of Levofentanyl from his briefcase and spike the wine with it. When he left the president, he would take the bottle and the glasses, corkscrew, briefcase with the Levofentanyl, leaving no trace of what had occurred.

Tyler also planned to drive himself to Camp David, which was about sixty miles from Washington in the Catoctin mountains near Thurmont, Maryland. That way he would leave Camp David at the crack of dawn Sunday, before anyone realized something was wrong with President Young.

It was the perfect plan.
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Washington

The next morning, Anthony was up at six and ran for an hour on the track at the Georgetown University athletic complex. On the way home, he picked up a baguette at a French bakery on Wisconsin Avenue. After showering, he was eating the bread with espresso when his phone rang. It was Schmidt at DIA. 

“How soon can you get over to my office? “He sounded excited.

“Given Washington rush hour traffic, certainly within an hour, maybe less.”

“See you soon.”

As Anthony took a seat in front of Schmidt’s desk, the DIA Director slid a manila file toward him. “Inside,” said Schmidt, “is a download of the French file for the Tyler incident 35 years ago. You can read it at your leisure, but you won’t have to. With the six hours’ time difference, Colonel Petit has studied it carefully. He wants to give us an oral report of what’s in the file. He’s standing by in his office, waiting for my call.”

“That’s great.”

Schmidt asked his secretary to get Petit. Once the Frenchman was on the on the line, Schmidt put the call on speaker.

 “The file I forwarded came from the archives of the Foreign Ministry. This was a most unusual incident. Tyler was then a junior DIA agent based in Paris. We had been suspicious of Tyler for a couple months before this incident. As a result, we were running surveillance on him, but we didn’t want to alert the U.S. at that stage.” 

“Why not?”

“The Americans were our ally. We didn’t want them to know that we were spying on one of their people. It was a delicate time in U.S.-French relations.”

Anthony laughed, “Nothing unusual about that.”

“Unfortunately, you’re right.”

“What did Tyler do that made you suspicious?”

“He had a romantic relationship with a French woman who was then a Russian spy, working for Volkov.”

Schmidt’s words rocked Anthony back in his chair. “Could you amplify that?”

“Volkov was then a KGB operative, splitting his time between Paris and Moscow. He was running an intelligence operation to obtain NATO secrets. He had a sleeper agent, a French woman named Juliette, in Paris, who he used to seduce Tyler, then a young American Captain in the U.S. DIA, assigned to NATO. Captain Tyler’s wife and young child were in the U.S. He and Juliette became lovers. For the six months of their affair, Tyler had no idea she was a Russian spy. As far as he knew, she was his French mistress.”

Anthony leaned closer to the speaker, not wanting to miss a word. 

“During this six-month period, it was our determination that Tyler never gave any secret information to Juliette. However, she did tell him, five months into their relationship, that she was working for Volkov and was supposed to be spying on Tyler. They both were prepared to give up everything and run off to Argentina. Tyler had grown up on a farm in Nebraska and the idea was that they would farm in Argentina.”

“How did your government learn all this at the time?”

“From bugs planted in both of their apartments and on their phones. They mostly made love in his apartment, above a bakery on Rue Bac on the left bank. We also learned that Tyler had obtained forged passports and airplane tickets to Argentina for their new life. He decided it would be best if they went to the airport separately and met on the plane. He gave her a passport and a plane ticket two days ahead.”

Anthony was on the edge of his chair. “So what happened?”

“Volkov somehow found out about their plans and Juliette’s betrayal.” 

“How did your government learn that?” 

“We overheard a phone call Juliette made to Tyler the afternoon before they were to leave. She sounded very nervous. She had heard from Volkov, that he was in Paris, and wanted to come to her apartment to see her that evening. Tyler told her to remain calm. It was probably just routine checking on an agent, Tyler said.”

“What happened?” 

“Patience. I’m talking as fast as I can.”

“Sorry.”

“That evening, at around midnight, Juliette’s raped and mutilated body was dropped on the street outside Tyler’s apartment. Tyler called the police who took the body away. Tyler then went to her apartment. One of our agents followed him. From outside the door, our agent heard Tyler give an anguished scream. After Tyler left, the agent went inside. He saw what Tyler had seen. Sitting in the center of Juliette’s desk was her forged passport and her airplane ticket. Volkov wanted to let Tyler know that he had learned what they were doing. Juliette’s apartment had been totally trashed.

“Our Justice Minister wanted to bring Volkov in for questioning. We had no doubt he was responsible. However, Volkov slipped out of France and went back to Moscow. We sent a copy of our report on the incident to Washington. They ordered Tyler back to face whatever disciplinary action the Americans thought was appropriate. As far as we were concerned, that was their issue. We closed the case. End of story.”

Petit’s report hit home for Anthony. He now understood why Tyler, even thirty-five years later, was hell-bent on revenge against Volkov. 

“Forgive me if I don’t shed any tears for General Tyler,” Anthony was raising his voice. “It’s too damn bad what Volkov did to the love of his life. But that doesn’t justify trying to kill Chiara Moretti.”

“You Americans have an expression, Monsieur Ferrari,” Petit said. “‘Don’t shoot the messenger.’”

“Sorry. I get emotional. I’m incredibly grateful to you. At least now, we understand Tyler’s motivation.”





(52)

Washington

Marianne had a big smile on her face when Anthony walked into her office. “Listen, Anthony,” she said. “I have information to nail Tyler.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Tyler received a call on his home phone from Yves Caron, right after Igor’s death.”

“Yves must have been terrified.”

“Either that or he was trying to shake Tyler down for more money.”

“Good point. He was a greedy bastard. That’s helpful. What else?”

“You better be sitting down for this.”

“Tell me.”

“During April of this year, Tyler ordered, through an aide, Major Dorsey, around the clock drone surveillance on you.”

Anthony was flabbergasted.

“On me. Under what justification?” 

“He told Dorsey you were a suspected Chinese spy.”

“You have to be fucking kidding.”

“Unfortunately not. I talked to the drone people. They followed you going to Corsica and firing a rifle in a shooting range. They followed you, returning to the mainland of Italy, by ferry from Sardinia.”

“My God, Tyler would do anything to get what he wanted—Volkov’s death. At least now, we know why.”

“You found a motive from Schmidt?”

“It’s all in here.”

Anthony took the file out of his briefcase and tossed it onto Marianne’s desk. “This came from the French Foreign Ministry Archives. You can read it at your convenience. The short version is that thirty-five years ago in Paris, Tyler had a French mistress, who was a Russian spy. Though he didn’t appear to have given her any secret information, they were in love and planning to run off to Argentina. Tyler’s wife and child in New York be damned. Volkov, the KGB agent, running Tyler’s lover, Juliette, brutally murdered the love of Tyler’s life and dumped her body in the front of his apartment. Getting revenge with Volkov must be an obsession for Tyler. As you might imagine, I’m not sympathetic to Tyler. But we now have an ironclad case. Why don’t you take this evidence to President Young, right now, and have him arrest Tyler.”

Marianne thought about it for a moment before replying. “The president has already left for Camp David. I’ll take the evidence with me, including the photo from Punta which I’ve downloaded and blown up. Also, the file you just gave me. I’ll keep it in a bag with me at all times. Then Sunday morning, as we’re breaking up, I’ll take President Young aside and present the evidence to him then.”

Anthony grimaced. “Why not do it sooner?”

For a minute, she tapped on her desk without responding. Then she said, “The president will be distracted with the conference. I really think that Sunday morning is best. I’ve gotten to know President Young and how best to get what I want from him. You have to trust me on this.”

“You want me to come to Camp David early Sunday?”

“I’m worried that if Tyler is still there and he sees you, he might do something crazy. Also, I don’t think it’s necessary for you to be there. It’s likely the president will accept my evidence and order Tyler’s arrest.”

“What do you mean likely. The case is bulletproof.”

“You and I think so, but Young may decide to give Tyler a chance to respond to the evidence before he takes any action.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I wish I weren’t. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve had my Sunday meeting with the president. We won’t be able to talk until then. The president’s rule for these Camp David gatherings is that we all have to check our cell phones at the gate with the Secret Service.”
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Washington

Saturday morning, Anthony was restless. He called Chiara. She had just come back from a long walk in the park, trailed by security. The piano was going well, preparing the Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto No. 3 for Paris. Also two encores.

He told her they were getting to the end of the road. “I hope it will all be over on Sunday, and I can fly home.” He didn’t explain that, and she didn’t press him for details. Instead, he said, “I miss you and can’t wait to see you.”

“I love you,” she said and clicked off. 

In Washington, it was a sunny spring day. At noon, Anthony went for a run along the Mall.

As he ran, he kept thinking about his last conversation with Marianne. It seemed incredible, but she did have a serious concern that President Young might not accept their evidence against Tyler. Anthony thought that was absurd but he refused to dismiss her worry. She knew the president much better than he did.

Meantime, he hated doing nothing while the drama played out at Camp David. There had to be something he could do to strengthen their case against Tyler, before Marianne presented it to the president on Sunday morning.

Then it struck Anthony that the one thing they hadn’t done was search Tyler’s house for incriminating information. There would have been no point proposing it to Marianne, because she would have said they needed a warrant, and she would never have been willing to try for one. But Anthony could break in himself. If he found anything, even though he couldn’t call Marianne at Camp David, because she had surrendered her cell phone for the duration of the conference, he could drive up with the new information early Sunday morning.

Anthony used a government database, to which he still had access as a former Congressman, to obtain Tyler’s home address on California Street in Kalorama. He drove by the house slowly and didn’t see any lights on inside. Tyler wasn’t married. He was away at Camp David. The house looked deserted.

As Anthony thought about it some more, he realized that breaking into Tyler’s house wouldn’t be easy. He couldn’t be seen and other houses were close by. That meant waiting until nightfall. Also, Tyler was likely to have a sophisticated security system. Anything valuable would be under lock and key, and perhaps even in a safe.

Anthony needed high-tech help, and he needed someone good. He thought about it for a couple of minutes before coming up with the solution. When he had been head of the House Intelligence Committee, Marianne’s predecessor as CIA Director went on a witch hunt against Chinese-Americans employed by the Agency, claiming they either worked for China or their loyalty was suspect. When Anthony’s committee conducted hearings about this CIA action, he met Harry Wang, a Chinese American who worked for the CIA in special ops. Harry had been caught up in the this net. Anthony requested that he testify before Anthony’s committee. As a result of this testimony, Anthony had strongly backed Harry, who was targeted for firing. The CIA Director backed down. Protecting Harry’s job earned Anthony Harry’s eternal gratitude.

When Harry had retired from the CIA a couple of months ago to join a Washington high-tech firm, he had invited Anthony to his retirement party. Chiara had been on tour in Asia then, so Anthony flew to Washington for the party. At the end of the evening, Harry had given Anthony his contact information in retirement. 

Harry lived in Rockville, Maryland. After driving away from Tyler’s house, Anthony called Harry.

“I need help,” Anthony said.

“Anything for you.”

“Are you available this afternoon and this evening?”

“The timing is perfect. My wife is visiting our daughter in Philadelphia. I’m all alone in the house, watching the Nats game. Why don’t you come out here and tell me what you need?”

An hour later, Anthony pulled up in front of Harry’s house, a modest two-story, with wood paneling in Rockville, like lots of other houses on the same street.

When he let Anthony into the house, Harry turned off the television with the baseball game. “How about a beer?”

“Sure.”

He brought out two Bass Ales and a plate of pretzels.

“First of all,” Harry asked, “how’s Chiara?”

“Thanks. She’s doing great.”

“Glad to hear that. Now tell me what I can do for you.”

Anthony outlined the job: breaking in and searching Tyler’s Kalorama house. 

“I want to do this,” Anthony said, “because it will help me and Marianne prove who was responsible for shooting Chiara, but it’ll be risky. We won’t have a warrant. So we’ll be breaking the law. If we get caught, Marianne may be able to wipe out the charges, but I don’t know for sure. She may be pissed because I never ran this by her before moving. So if you want to turn this down, please do so. I’ll understand.”

Without hesitating, Harry responded, “Listen, Anthony, I’d help you with anything, but I want you to know I had a run in with Tyler a few years ago. He was an arrogant SOB. I hope you get him.”

“I’m prepared to pay you whatever you’d like.”

Harry smiled. “I’d never take a cent from you. Where is this house?”

Anthony gave him the address. “We can’t go in until it’s dark.”

“That’s what I figured. But let’s go down and take a ride by while it’s still daylight. I’ll take my tools with me.”

Anthony drove. When they reached California Street, he slowed down, letting Harry survey the house from the car.

A few blocks from the house, Anthony pulled over and parked. “What do you think?”

“We should be able to do this. The biggest issue is how to approach the house, without looking as if we’re burglars. I know how we can solve that one.”

“Go ahead.”

“Out in Rockville, not far from where I live is a plumbing and heating firm. They don’t work weekends, and they park some of their vans on the street outside of their office. We could easily borrow one for a few hours. We’ll put on clothes that’ll help us pass for plumbers. When a plumbing van pulls up in front of a house, and workmen go up to the front door, even on Saturday night, no neighbor will find anything unusual in that.”

“Great idea. Plumbing emergencies happen all the time.”

…

They drove to Anthony’s house where he changed into jeans and a plaid shirt, along with a baseball cap. Then back to Rockville. Harry put on similar clothes. He handed Anthony a pair of gloves. “We should each wear these.”

Next, Anthony swung by the plumbing firm and dropped off Harry, carrying a bag with his tools, in front of one of the vans. It took him only a few seconds to open the door of the van and to start it.

The plan was for the two of them to meet at a location off Mass Avenue, about six blocks from Tyler’s house.

Anthony arrived first and parked. When the plumbing van pulled up, he got into the front. By then it was dark. The sliver of a moon was barely visible in the cloud filled sky.

Harry, behind the wheel of the van, didn’t seem to be the least bit nervous. They drove to Tyler’s house and parked.

It was two minutes after ten in the evening.

With Harry in front carrying his tool bag, which could easily have been a plumber’s bag, they climbed the steps to Tyler’s house.

Looking around, Anthony didn’t see anyone watching them from an adjacent house.

Harry was good, really good. He managed to unlock the front door so quickly that anyone watching would have thought someone had opened the door from inside.

Once they were in the house, Anthony closed the door behind them. The security system was beeping.

Anthony figured they had about 30 seconds to turn it off before the central command was notified of an unauthorized entry. Harry took an electronic device out of his bag and held it up to the key pad. In nanoseconds it tried all of the possible numerical combinations until fifteen seconds later, it found the right one. Once that showed on the screen, Harry punched in the number and the beeping stopped.

Anthony told Harry to remain in the living room, watching the street to see if anyone approached the house. “Meantime, I’ll search the place. I’ll let you know if I need any help.”

The house had a basement and two floors. Anthony was methodical. He started in the basement and searched, looking in every drawer and cabinet, then worked his way up. He was careful to put back everything where it was originally. He didn’t find anything in the basement or on the first floor.

On the second floor he found Tyler’s desk with piles of papers on top. Anthony looked through those. They were all work documents, or personal bills and brokerage statements. Nothing remotely relevant.

The center desk drawer was locked. Anthony called Harry to come upstairs.

With a small metal device, Harry opened the drawer. Inside Anthony found top secret government documents, relating to U.S. military and diplomatic actions. These should never have been taken from the office. But none of them were relevant to the conspiracy to shoot Chiara.

“I struck out,” Anthony told Harry. “Didn’t find a damn thing. Sorry to drag you into this for nothing.”

“That’s okay. Don’t worry.” 

Then something caught Anthony’s eye. A painting on the wall, a Monet, water lily print, was slightly askew. Anthony walked across the room and took the painting down. Home run! It was concealing a safe with a digital lock.

“Can you open this?” Anthony asked.

“Piece of cake. These things shouldn’t even be called a safe. They may give homeowners peace of mind, but no real protection against a professional.”

Harry pulled an electronic device out of his bag. Three minutes later he had the safe open.

When Anthony looked inside, he saw bundles of cash. This must be how Tyler paid Barnes.

As he reached his hand into the safe, he encountered a small glass vile. Anthony pulled it out. He continued poking around in the safe until he encountered a hypodermic needle which he also pulled out. Nothing else was inside except for the cash, which he didn’t disturb.

Anthony looked at the vial and the syringe. What the hell is this? he wondered.

The vial had a paper wrapped around it with small lettering. Anthony’s eyes weren’t as good as they used to be. He took it across the room and held it under the desk lamp.

He read “Antidote for Levofentanyl.”

He showed it to Harry who said, “Holy moly.”

“Would you mind translating that?”

“Levofentanyl is a deadly and powerful opioid used to kill people. It’s generally slow-acting and hard to detect. A few years ago, Volkov and the Russians used it on a Russian reporter who fled to England after incurring Volkov’s wrath.”

Anthony’s mind was racing. If Tyler had the antidote, he also must have the Levofentanyl. He recalled what Marianne had told him about the February meeting in which Tyler had proposed assassinating Volkov. President Young had rejected Tyler’s proposal. But Tyler’s hatred for Volkov was so great, because of what happened thirty-five years ago, that he was insane. He would do anything to kill Volkov. He had failed in his effort to convince Anthony to assassinate Volkov. He had failed to convince Young to authorize Volkov’s assassination. That meant he had to move on to his next way of killing the Russian President. Undoubtedly, that was getting rid of President Young, which would mean Vice President Harrison would be in the White House. As a senator, before becoming vice president, Harrison had taken a hard line against Russia and Volkov. Marianne had told Anthony that in a meeting with the president, the vice president had been in favor of killing Volkov. So if Harrison became president, Tyler would be able to get the new president’s approval for assassinating Volkov. All Tyler had to do was get rid of President Young. 

The enormity of Anthony’s conclusion hit him hard. My God, he thought with shock and disbelief, Tyler is planning to assassinate President Young. All of the facts pointed to that.

And this weekend would be the perfect time for Tyler to kill the president. Sometime during the weekend, Tyler would manage to be alone with Young and administer the Levofentanyl. It was slow-acting so Tyler could be gone from Camp David by the time the president became severely ill.

Anthony had to warn President Young. 

It would have been easy to call Marianne, but she had said that she and other participants had to surrender their cell phones. He could try reaching her on the Camp David house phone, but that would be time consuming and difficult to explain. Besides, if Tyler got wind of the fact that Anthony was calling Marianne on an emergency matter, he might expedite his plan to give President Young the Levofentanyl. 

Anthony had only one option.

Drive like hell.

Camp David was only 60 miles away. 

Anthony carefully clutched the vial with the antidote and the syringe in his hand.

Without taking time to explain, he told Harry to drive him to his car six blocks away and leave him there. “It’s an emergency.”

When they reached Anthony’s car, he hurriedly thanked Harry and jumped out. Minutes later he was speeding along Massachusetts Avenue.
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Camp David

General Tyler checked his watch. It was already 10:15 in the evening, on Saturday. It had been a very long day with endless discussions in the morning and afternoon about global geopolitical issues in light of the G-7 gathering in Como. Those had been followed by dinner with a boring professor from Princeton, talking about political trends within China.

Before the dinner had started, Tyler took President Young aside. “I brought along a special treat for the two of us, a bottle of 1990 Haut Brion. You game to sharing it with me after this dinner is over?”

The president had smiled, “That’s the best offer I had today. Why don’t you come to my cabin at 10:30?”

“I’ll be there.”

Now Tyler was trembling with excitement. He was wearing a navy-blue jacket, powder-blue shirt open at the neck, and khaki slacks. Carefully, he placed the small bottle with the Levofentanyl into a zipper compartment in his briefcase. Slowly and cautiously, he added the Haut Brion, a corkscrew, and two wine glasses. 

Tyler didn’t feel the least bit of guilt for what he was about to do. All he could think about was Juliette’s mutilated dead body in front of his Paris apartment 35 years ago. He had waited a long time to make Volkov pay for what the Russian had done to the love of Tyler’s life. Tonight was an essential step toward achieving his revenge.

Trembling with excitement, Tyler walked across the Camp David grounds to President Young’s cabin. He nodded to the two Secret Service men on duty in front of the cabin and knocked on the door. Once he heard Young call, “Come in. It’s unlocked,” he turned the door knob and entered the president’s cabin.

It was furnished, like the others, in a simple rustic manner, the living room as well as the two bedrooms Fortunately, the president hadn’t brought his wife along. Off to one side of the living room was a small kitchen area. Tyler put his briefcase down on the counter adjacent to the kitchen sink.

The president was dressed in gray slacks and a striped navy-blue shirt. He was wearing a pair of bedroom slippers and looked tired. The television was tuned to CNN. 

“I thought that was a good discussion today,” Tyler said.

The president put the television on mute. “I think so, too, but awfully long. I love our distinguished secretary of state, but she doesn’t know how to say anything in three sentences when ten minutes can do the job.”

Tyler laughed. “I agree.”

“Anyhow, what a good idea to have the Haut Brion this evening. I love that wine. It’s just what I need.”

“Then I guess I should open the bottle.”

“For sure.”

Tyler went into the kitchen area, reached into his briefcase and removed the bottle, glasses, and corkscrew. He opened the wine and poured a little into the two glasses. Then he took out the small bottle of Levofentanyl. With a steady hand, he opened it and put two drops, which Barnes had said should be enough to kill the president, into the glass on the right. He then topped off both glasses with wine. He returned the poison to the briefcase.

He went back into the living room and handed the glass on the right to the president.

Then he sat down across a coffee table from Young. The president raised his glass. “Good health.”

They both sipped the wine. Tyler held his breath, wondering if the president would comment on the taste. 

“Amazing wine,” Young said. “The Haut Brion people sure got it right with the 1990. I love that hint of a gravelly taste.”

“I’m right with you, Mr. President.”

Young took another long sip, then said, “I owe you an apology.”

“For what, Mr. President?

“You’ve been telling me how bad Volkov was, and I don’t think I ever believed you. His behavior in Como confirmed you are right.”

My God, Tyler thought. Is he going to propose that we assassinate Volkov? Have I poisoned him for nothing?

“What did he do?” Tyler asked.

“Well he started with that stupid publicity trick of swimming in Lake Maggiore and freezing his ass for nothing at all. Then in the G-7 meetings, he did everything possible to drive a wedge between the U.S. and our allies.”

The president paused to finish his wine. Tyler drank some as well.

Young said, “Let’s have another glass.”

Tyler retrieved the bottle from the kitchen and added some wine to both of their glasses.

When he sat back down, the president said, “I still can’t accept your proposal to assassinate Volkov, and I never would, but I must take a tougher line on the Russian leader, recognize him for what he is—a vicious demagogue.”

“I’m happy to hear you say that, Mr. President. I thoroughly agree.”

Young raised his glass to sip some wine. Then suddenly, he put the glass down. “I think everything that happened today is getting to me.”

He was blinking his eyes. “I feel tired. Real tired.”

“Why don’t you go into the bedroom and lie down. I’ll let myself out.”

“Good idea.”

The president staggered out of the room and into the master bedroom. Tyler watched him take off his pants, letting them fall to the floor. Then he collapsed onto the bed. He was out.

Tyler, working slowly and methodically, took his time cleaning up. He corked up the wine and put it into his briefcase along with the corkscrew. He didn’t want to rinse the glasses for fear of leaving traces of the Levofentanyl in the sink so he took both glasses with the liquid inside and placed them in a leak-proof container he had brought in his briefcase. He secured the container. Then he closed the briefcase.

Calmly, he twisted the lock on the doorknob so the president’s cabin would be locked from the inside. Then he left the cabin. He told the Secret Service men on duty that the president had decided to go to sleep and didn’t want to be disturbed until eight tomorrow morning.

“I understand, General Tyler,” an agent said.

By then, Tyler would be long gone from Camp David. His plan was to leave at 5:30 a.m. He realized that when an inquiry was made into President Young’s death, the Secret Service agents would state that Tyler was the last one to see him alive. However by then, he would have buried the glasses and the small bottle of Levofentanyl in an area of Rock Creek Park, rarely frequented by people. Fortunately, it was supposed to begin raining in a little while and rain all night. That meant the ground would be soft, and he could dig quickly. President Young’s poisoning could never be traced to Tyler.

Satisfied and relieved, Tyler walked back to his own cabin. He heard the roar of thunder. A storm was moving in. 

Tyler’s cabin had a view of the president’s through one window. Tyler planned to remain awake, looking out of that window until 5:30 a.m. If anyone went into the president’s cabin, Tyler would get into his car and immediately leave the presidential retreat.
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Camp David

Ten minutes from the Washington Beltway, heavy rain began pounding on Anthony’s car. With visibility poor in the mountains and narrow winding roads, the drive took Anthony longer than he figured.

He had a windbreaker on the back seat of his car. Twenty yards from the main gate to Camp David, he pulled into a parking lot and turned off the engine. Ignoring the rain, soaking his head and running into his eyes, he got out of the car and put on the windbreaker. He slipped the vial of antidote and the hypodermic needle into the pocket of the windbreaker and walked toward the gatehouse.

When Anthony was ten yards away, one of the Secret Service men rushed out of the gatehouse, raised his gun, and shouted. “Stop right there and raise your hands.”

Anthony realized that he made quite a sight in his clothes intended to resemble a plumber and soaked from the rain.

Fortunately, Anthony recognized the Secret Service agent as Dillon Hunt from Anthony’s time in Congress when he met periodically with President Madsen.

“Dillon, I’m Anthony Ferrari,” he shouted in the blinding rain as a thunderbolt exploded in the air. “Former Congressman. You remember me.”

The agent squinted and said, “Oh, yeah, Congressman Ferrari. Go into the gatehouse.”

Anthony did as he was told while keeping his arms raised.

Inside the gatehouse, he found another Secret Service agent whose gun was also drawn and raised.

“Okay, now lower your arms slowly and show me your ID,” Dillon said. “I have to do that even though I know who you are. Agency procedure.”

Anthony removed his driver’s license and showed it to Dillon.

“Now what are you doing here almost at midnight, Congressman Ferrari?” Dillon asked.

Anthony decided that telling these two would only slow the process. “I have to talk with CIA Director Marianne McKee. This is urgent. It involves an attack on the president’s life. Will one of you please call her cabin and tell her I’m on my way? Then will the other one get me over there ASAP.”

Anthony held his breath, hoping they believed him. Fortunately, they did. The second man reached for the phone. Dillon said, “Let’s go, Mr. Ferrari. Leave your car in the parking lot. Get into my vehicle.”

Dillon had a jeep. With Anthony holding onto the sides of the seat, Dillon drove fast across the rain-slick roads in the pounding rain.

In less than five minutes they reached Marianne’s cabin.

“Will you wait here in your vehicle?” Anthony told Dillon. “We may need you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Anthony jumped out of the jeep and ran toward Marianne’s cabin. The door was ajar. She had on a pair of slacks and was hastily buttoning her blouse. Anthony guessed she had been sleeping when the call came.

Once he was inside Marianne’s cabin, Anthony blurted out, “I broke into Tyler’s house and found a wall safe. Inside, Tyler had the antidote for Levofentanyl and a hypodermic.”

Without hesitating, Marianne said, “My God, Tyler’s planning to kill Young.”

“He may have already given the poison to the president. I brought the antidote and the hypodermic. Where’s the president’s doctor?”

“He has the cabin next to the president.”

“Let’s go. We should start with him.”

Anthony and Marianne got into the jeep. Marianne told Dillon where to go.

Anthony was out of the vehicle first, with Marianne right behind him. He pounded on the door of Doctor Edwards’ cabin.

“Okay … Okay” was the response through the closed door. Once the doctor opened the door, Marianne and Anthony went inside. Doctor Edwards was in pajamas.

“What happened?” he said.

Anthony replied. “General Tyler’s planning to kill President Young. He has Levofentanyl. He may have already administered it to the president, but I have the antidote and a hypodermic.”

Edwards was a quick study. “Give them to me.”

Anthony handed over the vial and the needle.

“Let’s go to the president’s cabin,” Edwards said as he grabbed his doctor’s bag.

…

Looking through the window of his cabin, Tyler was mortified. First he saw a Secret Service vehicle pull up in front of Doctor Edwards’ cabin. Then he saw Anthony Ferrari and Marianne McKee get out.

Anthony Ferrari!

This could mean only one thing: Anthony had somehow learned that Tyler planned to poison the president. And even worse, Anthony might have found the antidote in the safe in Tyler’s house. Tyler realized how stupid he had been leaving it there. He had only one choice now: escape from Camp David, taking the incriminating evidence with him, and find a way to get out of the country to a place which didn’t have an extradition treaty with the U.S.

Hastily he threw on his jacket, grabbed his briefcase with the glasses and the rest of the Levofentanyl, and ran for the door. It was only fifty yards to the parking lot and his car.

…

The door to the president’s cabin was locked. Doctor Edwards screamed to the Secret Service agents to unlock it. One quickly did. Doctor Edwards, Anthony, and Marianne rushed inside followed by Dillon and anther Secret Service agent. 

They found the president stretched out on the bed in his shirt and underwear. He seemed delirious. He was having trouble breathing. His breath was coming in short spurts.

Anthony and Marianne watched anxiously as Doctor Edwards injected Young with the antidote. It took effect almost immediately. His breathing returned to normal. The doctor listened to his heart and lungs with his stethoscope. He took the president’s vital signs and shone a light on his pupils.

“He’s going to be okay,” he pronounced. 

“Now we have to capture that bastard Tyler,” Anthony said.

He turned to the two Secret Service agents. “General Tyler poisoned the president. You have to arrest him.”

Dillon looked at Marianne. 

“That’s right. And fast,” She said.

“Good. Let’s go.”

Anthony and Marianne rode with the two agents to Tyler’s cabin. The door was open. It was deserted.

“He’s on the run,” Anthony said. “Do you know where he parked his car?”

“They all parked in the big lot inside the main gate.”

“Call the main gate,” Anthony said. “Tell them, don’t let anyone out.”

Dillon made the call, then looked grim. “Too late,” he told Anthony. “Tyler drove off about two minutes ago. License plates CT1.” 

“Drive me to my car,” he told Dillon. “I’ll catch him.”

“You don’t have to do that. I’ll alert police in the next town. They’ll set up roadblocks. He’s got no chance.”

“I want to try to catch him first. I have my own score to settle with him.”

“Okay. That’s your call, but if you miss him, they’ll be waiting. Let’s go. I’ll get you to your car.”

They sped across the roads in the Camp David complex and through the main gate. Dillon dropped Anthony at his car.

He didn’t have to worry which road Tyler took. For the ten miles into Camp David only a single road led back in the direction of Washington.

Anthony jumped into his car and roared down that road. It was still raining hard, but Anthony was up to eighty miles an hour on the deserted road. In a few minutes, he saw a car in front of him. With his beams on high, Anthony saw the license plate: CT1. 

Anthony began honking furiously, hoping to persuade Tyler to stop. Tyler didn’t slow down. 

Anthony closed the gap with Tyler.

They were on top of a hill, snaking through the mountains. They were approaching a bend in the road, to the right. There was a steep drop to the right without a guardrail.

Anthony decided to pass Tyler on the left. Once he was past Tyler’s car, Anthony would swerve sharply to the right, cutting Tyler off, and forcing him to stop. In that way Anthony could capture Tyler and bring him back to Camp David. 

The road was a narrow two lanes. Anthony sped up to the left side of Tyler’s car, and passed him. As they rounded the bend, both cars moving fast, Anthony veered toward the right and slowed down, expecting Tyler to brake and stop to avoid a collision. 

Instead, Tyler cut to the right, trying to slip between Anthony’s car and the edge of the road.

He misjudged the width of the blacktop. Or perhaps he lost control of his car on the rain-slicked pavement. But as Anthony watched in horror, Tyler’s car skidded off the road and plunged over the precipice. 

Anthony slammed on the brakes and stopped his car. He got out and watched Tyler’s car flying through the air. It crashed onto a bed of rocks far below. Then it exploded, shooting a huge fireball into the sky. 
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Milan, Ten Days Later

On Sunday, the day after Tyler’s car plunged over the precipice, causing his death, Anthony had been interrogated by FBI agents about all aspects surrounding the president’s attempted assassination. He had no intention of implicating Harry, and he stubbornly refused to tell the agents how he had obtained the antidote. Anthony was confident that having saved the president’s life, he’d never be charged with breaking into Tyler’s house.

At three in the afternoon, while the interrogation was continuing, President Young summoned Anthony, along with Marianne, to the White House. An aide led them to President’s residence upstairs. There, President Young, who seemed to be recovered from his ordeal, greeted them awkwardly. 

The president had been totally wrong in his appraisal of Tyler and he didn’t like confessing error. So he didn’t mention Tyler. Nor did he want to hear the details of how they thwarted the assassination attempt. He simply thanked them both for saving his life. He expressed the hope that Chiara would one day play again at the White House. which Anthony interpreted as the equivalent of, “Let’s do lunch.” Politely, Anthony had replied, “I’m sure she would like that, Mr. President. Am I free now to go back to Milan to deliver that message to Chiara in person?”

“Absolutely.”

That ends my interrogation, Anthony had thought with relief.

A car was waiting to take Anthony to Dulles Airport for a plane to Rome on Alitalia where he would connect to Milan. And he didn’t have much time. 

He kissed Marianne on each cheek. 

“You’ve become so European,” she told him.

…

Anthony couldn’t get the events surrounding Chiara’s shooting out of his mind. With Tyler’s death, it seemed as if it was all over. 

Still, during the time that Anthony flew in the first-class cabin of the Alitalia plane from Washington to Rome, for the last ten days, when Anthony was in his office in Milan, even when he lay in bed with Chiara after they had finished making love, a nagging loose end gripped Anthony. Like a dog with a bone, he refused to let it go.

Who knew that Yves intended to flip and yield up Tyler, setting in motion Yves’ execution, and who planned and carried out that killing?

Initially, when Anthony had learned of Yves’ death, he had thought that Tyler had installed a listening device in Yves’ house. That theory failed because the police, immediately following Yves’ death, had thoroughly checked his house for any recording devices. Anthony had watched that search, which didn’t turn up anything.

Another possibility was that someone in Paris or in Washington, involved in the Yves’ immunity negotiations, had informed Tyler about Yves’ intention to flip. Tyler could have arranged Yves execution by remote control from Washington. It would have been difficult on short notice, but Tyler was resourceful. He knew plenty of people in Paris. He could have set it up. But even then, someone had to tip him off. 

A third possibility was that another person was involved in the conspiracy to shoot Chiara, a fourth coconspirator, along with Tyler, Igor, and Yves, that Tyler had another Paris partner in addition to Yves, and that this individual learned of Yves’ intention to flip and arranged his execution. That possibility, like the second, opened up numerous candidates because extensive discussions had been conducted for an entire day, among French and American officials, even involving the office of the French president, before the French government agreed to offer the immunity deal to Yves.

Regardless of which of these scenarios had occurred, Anthony was missing a critical piece of the puzzle. Finding it wasn’t a mere academic exercise. It meant someone was still at large who had participated in Chiara’s shooting and the cover-up. And that person might try again. Both Chiara and Anthony were still at risk.

It wasn’t over. 

As a result, he rejected Chiara’s increasingly adamant entreaties to remove security from the front of their apartment building and from following her when she went out. He repeatedly explained to her why he was still concerned, but she brushed his words aside. 

“You are worrying about ghosts,” she told him, but he refused to relent.

With this issue hanging heavy on Anthony’s mind, he had gone back to work in his office in Milan, developing his international security consulting business. He picked up where he had left off with clients and prospective clients before his trip to Corsica. The Spanish government, already a client, wanted to strengthen its defenses against a possible attack by Catalan separatists. The Jordanian government, not yet a client, was concerned that it might be an Iranian target and was considering using Anthony to intervene with the U.S. government to provide additional aid.

Meantime, Chiara was on the piano all day, every day, from 8 to 6, except for an hour that she walked and a break for lunch. The Paris concert was in exactly one week, on Wednesday evening. 

Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 3 she would be playing has the reputation of being one of the most technically-challenging piano concertos in the standard classical repertoire. The concerto in three movements, composed in 1909, was respected and even feared by many pianists. Chiara had never before performed the piece.

One evening at dinner, she confided to Anthony that she was “nervous but savoring the challenge.”

Her teacher, Fantino, had to go to New York so she was now on her own. Anthony could tell it sounded better every day and she was getting stronger. 

Chiara, though, wasn’t happy with her progress. He constantly heard her shouting out strings of curses.

Wednesday morning, a week before the concert, Anthony was on his computer in the office, researching terrorism that had occurred in Spain in the last decade, when his phone rang. It was Renato.

“What are you doing tomorrow at lunchtime?” Renato asked, sounding excited.

“Not a thing. These days I’m having lunch at my desk, trying to make up for lost work time.”

“I want to invite you to lunch tomorrow at one o’clock at Aimo e Nadia. And Chiara, too. It’s a celebration.”

Puzzled, Anthony asked: “What are we celebrating?”

“Louise and I are getting married on New Year’s Eve. She’s flying in from Paris tomorrow.”

Anthony nearly fell off the chair. He was flummoxed, speechless.

“Well, aren’t you going to say congratulations?” 

“Of course. Congratulations,” Anthony forced the words out of his mouth. “I didn’t even know you two were seeing each other.”

“Our relationship began as we were working together to develop the evidence that nailed Yves. We hit it off. It clicked for the two of us.”

Anthony didn’t believe what Renato was telling him. Renato been happily married until his wife died eight years ago. He hadn’t dated much since then and was naïve with women. Could Louise have fallen in love with Renato? Knowing both of them, Anthony doubted it. That scheming bitch must have some agenda of her own.

Still, Renato, who had dropped everything and been incredibly helpful after Chiara was shot, was his good friend. “I’ll be there,” he said feigning an enthusiasm he didn’t feel.

“And Chiara?”

“I’ll have to ask her. But it’s very unlikely. She’s rehearsing intensively for her concert next week in Paris with the Paris Orchestra.”

“I understand. I hope Chiara can join us, but no need to let me know. I’ll tell the restaurant. It’ll be either three or four.”

That evening, when Anthony came home, over glasses of Prosecco, before dinner, he told Chiara about Renato’s call.

She burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?”

“Renato and Louise. It’s a joke.”

“Why so?”

“I never met Louise. I only heard her on the phone that time when Renato called her from our apartment. That call was on speaker. The woman’s hard as nails, a predator, and she has the hots for you. Oh Tony this, and oh Tony that. It was obvious she wanted to get her talons into you. But I had you locked up. So she went after poor Renato. I know he’s your friend, and I like Renato, but that wench will chew him up and spit him out.”

Anthony was amazed that Chiara could tell so much from a short conversation, when she had been only a few days out of the hospital. 

“It was obvious,” Chiara continued, “from the way she sounded that the two of you have a history.”

She narrowed her eyes and glared at him. “Just tell me whether it was over before you met me.”

“It ended a year before I met you.”

“I believe you. I’m glad to hear that. As for lunch tomorrow, I realize that you have to go. But a dozen horses couldn’t drag me there. Anyhow, the reality is that the hours from 8 to 6 are devoted to the piano. I’m making progress, but I have a long way to go until I step out on that stage in Paris next week.

…

The next day, Anthony walked into Aimo e Nadia, one of the most revered restaurants in Milan and received a big greeting from the maître ’d. The brightly-lit restaurant, with modern artwork on the walls, and well-spaced round tables with thick white linen tablecloths, was one of Anthony and Chiara’s favorites.

The maître ‘d led him to a table in the back, in the corner. Renato and Louise were sitting next to each other, their backs to the wall. Renato was holding her hand. She was running her other hand over his cheek. They had a glass of sparkling wine. Anthony spotted a bottle of Prosecco in an ice bucket. 

Approaching the table, Anthony cleared his throat. “Hope I’m not disturbing anything.”

“Where’s Chiara?” Louise asked.

“She couldn’t come. She’s busy rehearsing for next Wednesday’s concert with the Paris orchestra.”

Anthony sat down across from Renato and Louise. 

A waiter rushed over and poured a glass of sparkling wine for him.

“I read about Chiara’s upcoming concert in Paris,” Louise said. “It’ll be her first since that incident in Corsica.”

How sympathetic of Louise, Anthony thought, to refer to Chiara’s shooting as “that incident.”

“Correct.”

Louise turned to Renato. “We should go to the concert.”

“Absolutely.”

“I have a box,” Anthony volunteered. “You two can join me in the box.”

“Oh. That would be wonderful, Tony,” Louise said.

Anthony then told Louise, “I congratulated Renato yesterday, but I want to congratulate you as well.”

“Thanks. I never thought I’d get married again, but Renato was irresistible.”

Anthony thought he would throw up.

He was saved by the maître ‘d taking their order. Anthony and Renato had tortellini stuffed with cheese followed by tenderloin of beef. Louise had a vegetable soup and swordfish. And Renato ordered a 2010 Barbaresco by Gaja. 

In response to Anthony’s raised eyebrows, Renato said, “It is a celebration.”

When the maître d was gone, Anthony asked, ‘Where will the wedding be?”

“A quiet affair. Maybe at the Quisisana, in Capri.”

“And where are the two of you planning to live?”

“Still under discussion,” Renato said. “We may split our time between Paris and Rome.”

Louise didn’t say anything. 

This wedding will never happen, Anthony thought. Her lack of enthusiasm was obvious. 

“I never heard the details of what happened with you and General Tyler at Camp David,” Louise said, changing the subject. “Can you fill us in?”

While they ate, Anthony described what happened from the time he drove from Washington to Camp David.

“That’s an amazing story,” Louise said.

“For sure,” Renato added.

They ordered licorice soufflés for dessert. Before they came, Renato excused himself to go to the bathroom.

Anthony’s hand was on the table, fiddling with a spoon. Louise reached across, and put her hand on his. She stroked the back of his hand with her long fingers. Anthony pulled away.

“You’re almost a married woman,” he said.

“Renato is no Tony. That’s for sure. Certainly not in bed or otherwise. But Anthony isn’t available right now. Is he?”

“You’re right about that.”

“I’ll always want you, Tony.”

Through the corner of his eye, Anthony spotted Renato on his way back to the table. Thankfully.

The rest of lunch was uneventful. 

That evening when Anthony returned home, Chiara asked him what happened with Renato and Louise. He decided to omit telling her about his exchange with Louise. He didn’t want to upset her when she was so focused on her concert in Paris. Instead, he told her how foolish Renato seemed and about their vague wedding plans.

“I’ll bet you a hundred Euros she never marries him,” Chiara said.

“I think I’ll hold on to my money. They both want to come to your concert in Paris next week. I invited them to sit in my box.”

“That’s alright. I’ll have no idea who’s there. In my world, it’ll be just me and the piano.”

After Anthony and Chiara had dinner, she was sipping coffee and he had a grappa.

“It’s bothering me,” he told Chiara. 

“What’s bothering you?”

“I agree with you it’s likely that Louise will never marry Renato, but if she did, it would be a disaster for him.”

“That’s certainly true, but there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“I could try to convince him that he’s making a mistake.”

She shook her head. “You’d be wasting your time. I suspect that she has given him sex that he could only imagine.”

“But he’s my friend, and I owe him a great deal. At least, I have to try. I want to call him.”

She smiled. “You’re a good person, Anthony. I know you won’t forgive yourself if you don’t try. So go ahead. Would you mind calling from the study. I want to go over one section of the Rachmaninoff.”

“Sure. I’ll call him from there.”

When Renato answered, Anthony said, “Are you alone?”

“I am. In my apartment in Milan. Louise left about an hour ago.”

“I want to tell you something.”

“Before you do, I’d like to thank you for coming to lunch today. It meant a great deal to me.”

Renato certainly wasn’t making it easy for me, Anthony thought.

He took a deep breath and forged ahead, hoping to do this in a way that didn’t destroy his friendship with Renato.

“I’ve been thinking about your marrying Louise.”

“And?” Renato sounded wary.

God, this was difficult. 

“I was wondering if you were rushing into marriage. Perhaps you should spend more time with Louise before you take a big step like that.”

“You know. This is funny.”

“What’s funny?”

“After lunch today, Louise told me that she thought you’d call and try to convince me not to marry her. That you wanted to keep her for yourself because your relationship with Chiara was so fragile, what with Chiara being a temperamental artist. And she was right on the mark.”

Anthony was taken aback. That woman really was evil. But Anthony couldn’t tell Renato that Louise had made a move on him at lunch. Renato would never believe him.

“That’s absurd,” he said. “I have zero interest in Louise, regardless of what happens to Chiara. You’re my friend. We’ve been through so much together. Please believe me about that. All I care about is what’s good for you.”

“Then let me say, thank you for your concern. Louise and I love each other and are getting married. And I’ll see you at the concert in Paris.”

Renato slammed down the phone.

That certainly went well, Anthony thought.

When Chiara finished on the piano, Anthony told her, “You can say, I told you so.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Anthony. But for you, I’m glad you tried. Remember, it’s still likely there won’t be a marriage, that she’ll ditch him long before New Year’s Eve.”
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Milan

When Anthony and Chiara were having breakfast the next morning, the phone in the apartment rang. A moment later, Martina, holding the phone, came into the breakfast room. She told Chiara, “Chloe Caron is calling you from Paris.”

“I’ll talk to her,” Chiara said, reaching for the phone.

Anthony wondered why Chloe was calling Chiara. Must be about the concert next week in Paris.

He heard Chiara say, “I’m feeling very well. Back to normal … Yes … Very much looking forward to the concert next week in Paris … Of course I would be happy to meet with you tomorrow … Why don’t you come to my place for lunch? Yes, I’ll ask Anthony if he can join us.”

Chiara turned to Anthony. “Are you free for lunch here tomorrow with Chloe and me?”

He nodded.

“Anthony can join us. How about one o’clock?”

Chiara gave Chloe the address and powered off the phone. 

“She sounded very mysterious,” Chiara said. “She wants to talk to us about Yves’ death, and she was quite insistent that you be there. She wouldn’t say anything else. I didn’t press her.”

“Very strange on her part. You were smart not to ask her.”

“What do you think it is?”

“I have no idea.”

Though Anthony went to the office, he kept thinking about Chloe and the call. At last, he might be getting some information about who arranged Yves’ death—the fourth coconspirator along with Tyler, Igor, and Yves. 

The next day, Martina prepared a light lunch of nicoise salad accompanied by bread and Arneis by Vietti.

While they ate, Chloe asked about Chiara’s recovery. She told Chiara how much excitement there was in Paris over Chiara’s performance next week, marking her return to the concert stage. “I’m going to be the chairperson of the evening. So it will be a personal pleasure. You cannot believe how difficult it is to get tickets. The brokers have pushed up their prices. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I’m glad I reserved a box a long time ago,” Anthony said.

He kept silent when Chiara told Chloe how sorry she was to learn of Yves’ death, waiting for Chloe to shift over the discussion to Yves.

After a couple of minutes, Chloe dropped her fork with a thud. “Truthfully, I don’t miss Yves. He couldn’t keep his pants zipped, and he particularly liked young women. It was insulting for me.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Chiara said. “I had no idea.”

“That’s not surprising. I was quite skillful at playing the role of the supporting wife. My mother did it with my father, so I had a role model. Fortunately, Yves and I never had children.”

“You wanted to tell me something about his death,” Chiara said.

Chloe paused to sip some wine. Then she began, “It involves Louise LaSalle, the head of the French intelligence agency. And I promise you this is relevant to Yves’ death.”

Anthony leaned forward. Had Louise and Yves been lovers? he wondered. 

“I’ve known Louise for many years,” Chloe began, “because she and her former husband belonged to the same country club that Yves and I did. Her husband, Bruno, and I frequently played doubles tennis together. I liked him and could never understand how he stayed married to that devious bitch with her Chanel clothes. She sure loved the double C. Well, anyhow, they finally were divorced. A mutual friend who belongs to the club told me that Louise suspected Bruno was having an affair. She had been a poor girl. Bruno had lots of money from his career in finance. She was determined to get a big settlement. So she hired a detective who took compromising bedroom photos. She threatened to go viral with them and destroy his career, but he capitulated and gave her millions.

“After the divorce, I never expected to see her at the club. Generally in these situations, the husband keeps the membership, and the former wife is out. But this time, I saw her in the dining room, dressed in one of her Chanel suits. Surprised, I asked her how she was still a member.

“She said, ‘I love this club. I wanted to keep the membership, and I always get what I want.’ Those were her exact words. ‘I always get what I want.’ I’ll never forget them.”

Listening to Chloe, Anthony recalled his lunch with Louise and Renato two days ago. Now, Chloe’s words sent a chill up and down Anthony’s spine. But he still wondered what this had to do with Yves’ death.

As if reading his mind, Chloe said, “You’ll see in a minute why this is relevant.”

She sipped more wine and continued. “In February, two months ago, Yves began spending time with Louise. She called sometimes at home, and they had a couple evening meetings. I assumed he was having an affair with her, although I was surprised because he generally preferred women in their twenties. Anyhow, I confronted him about it. He insisted it was only business. He told me he would swear to that on his family’s Bible. That didn’t give me much confidence, but I did believe him in part because he had admitted he was sleeping with Jeanne at the time. I knew Yves’ body very well. It took everything he had to perform for one woman. Two was out of the question.” She looked at Anthony and smiled. “Notwithstanding the vanity that you men have about your equipment and prowess.”

He smiled back. “Hey, don’t involve me in this.”

“Well, at any rate, three days before Yves’ death when the two of us were home alone, he said, ‘If anything happens to me, I want you to go to the bank vault box, which is in both our names. The key is in my desk. You will find that I left you cash and some other things.’ I never mentioned this to anyone until now. Frankly, I thought that Yves, although a bastard in many respects, preferred that I get his money and property rather than the French Tax Authority.” She looked at Chiara, “I think people would do the same here in Italy.”

“For sure,” Chiara said, nodding in agreement. “In Italy, we never pay taxes if we can avoid it.”

Anthony could sense that Chloe was now getting to the critical point. He wanted to cry out, “So what was in the vault box?” but he kept still, letting her tell them in her good time.

“Two days ago, was the first time I went to the vault box,” Chloe said. “I found cash. Lots of Euros, a hundred thousand in 100 Euro notes. And I also found this.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out a CD. “I listened to it at home. Then I called you, Chiara. I think both of you should hear it. Do you have a machine?”

“I’ll get one,” Anthony said, and he headed off to the study. He returned a couple of minutes later, plugged in the machine, and inserted the CD.

He moved his chair close to the CD player to make sure he heard every word. Chiara did the same. 

He heard Yves unmistakable voice. “This is Yves Caron. The recording you are about to hear was made by me on February 15th. It is a recording of a conversation I had with Louise LaSalle in my house. Louise had no idea I was recording our conversation. I installed a concealed microphone in the study of my house where this conversation took place. I took this extreme action because I have gotten involved in a matter with powerful and evil people. Should they decide I am expendable, I want to make certain that they are all brought to justice.”

“Now the conversation begins …”

Yves: “Louise, thank you for coming to my house. Chloe has one of her numerous committee meetings this evening. No one else is here. So we are free to talk.”

Louise: “As long as it’s private, I don’t care where we meet.”

Yves: “Did you bring the money?”

Louise: “Yes, a hundred thousand Euros in 100 Euro notes. It’s all in this box. I will leave it with you. In addition, 500,000 will be wired to your account in Zurich, following your meeting in Punta with General Tyler and Igor.”

Yves: “What is the source of the funds?”

Louise: “Why do you want to know that?”

Yves: “I want to be certain it can’t be linked to me.”

Louise: “It won’t. General Tyler is arranging for Igor to get the money from a Moscow bank. Its trail will be well covered.”

Yves: “Alright. I’m satisfied. I will do what you asked of me. I will make certain that Nikita places responsibility for his killing Chiara Moretti on Russian President Volkov, so that neither you, nor General Tyler, nor Igor can be implicated.” 

Louise: “Good. That’s all we ask of you.”

There was a pause on the recording. Anthony was trembling with rage. It continued.

Yves: “I didn’t count the money, but seems to be correct.”

Louise: “It is.”

Yves: “I understand the motive of General Tyler and Igor. They hope that if Nikita kills Chiara, then Anthony will kill Volkov, whom they hate. For Nikita and for me, it’s the money. But you, what do you gain from this?”

Louise: “Once Chiara is gone, I will have my Tony again. That’s why I conceived of the plan.”

Chiara’s head snapped back with a start. 

My God, Anthony thought, she did all this to get me back. How could I have been so stupid, failing to see what she was doing?

The tape continued. 

Yves: “I thought that General Tyler conceived of the plan.”

Louise: “Tyler isn’t creative enough. It was my idea. I heard Tyler give a speech at the French war college. The Ecole Militaire, early in January. He made it clear how much he despised Russian President Volkov and what a threat Volkov was to the world. As I sat through the rest of the program, the plan took shape in my mind. I already had a dossier on Igor and I figured Igor could find a shooter among the Russian emigres in France, which of course he did with Nikita. 

So that night after dinner, I went to General Tyler’s room at the Ecole Militaire and presented it to him. He loved the idea. He also thought it important that he meet once with you and Igor at a location so remote that none of you would be recognized. So I arranged the meeting in Punta del Este for early March. You must admit, Yves, that my plan is brilliant. Isn’t it?”

Yves: “Yes, it’s brilliant. Now I think we’re finished.”

Louise: “I’m leaving. Make sure you store the money in a safe place. 

Yves: “It goes into my bank vault box tomorrow.”

Louise: “Have fun in Punta. You should take along one of your young girlfriends.”

The tape ended.

Chloe cried out, “He’s odious, Yves.” She sounded outraged and incensed. “I have the same reaction every time I hear that recording. I can’t believe he could be part of this conspiracy. He’s even worse than I thought.”

Anthony took the CD out of the machine. He thought about Louise. She said that she always got what she wanted. But this is beyond evil.

“Can I keep this?” he asked.

“Yes. I made a copy and put it in the bank vault box. This one is yours. What will you do with it? Have Louise arrested?”

“I want to talk to Chiara and think about it.”

He looked over at Chiara. Her face was pale. She appeared too stunned to speak.

He added, “We are both very grateful to you for doing this.”

“It was all I could do to atone for my husband’s crime. Now I had better go. I have to catch a plane back to Paris.”

Chloe walked over to Chiara, kissed her on both cheeks and said, “I am so sorry that you were a victim of these sick, evil people,” and headed toward the door. Anthony accompanied her and opened it. 

“Again, thank you.”

By the time he returned to the dining room, Chiara was pacing around the table with an angry look on her face. “We have to destroy that woman,” she said not using Louise’s name.

“I agree.”

“Can you take the CD to the French police and have them arrest her?”

“I was thinking about that as I watched Chloe walk to the elevator. I’m afraid it would never happen in Paris. That’s her hometown. She’s well connected, even in the president’s office. She’ll claim the CD was a fabrication. She’s in the intelligence business. She’ll show the authorities how easy it is to create a false recording. And Renato will never help us. She has him under her thumb.”

“Actually, she has him under something else, but I don’t want to be crude.”

“So that won’t work.”

She shook her head in dismay. “Dammit, Anthony, you have to come with a solution. We can’t let her get away with this.”

“Give me an hour. I promise I’ll have an answer.”

“What will you do in the hour?”

“Run. It clears my brain.”

“Good. I’ll play the piano. That clears mine.”

He changed into running clothes. After nodding to the security man in front of the building, he set off for the path that cuts across the park, adjacent to the Sforza castle. It was a gorgeous spring day with a strong sun beating down as he crisscrossed the park. 

Everything that he had heard with Chloe was pulsing through his mind. He now understood who had arranged Yves’ killing. It had to be Louise. She knew that Yves would flip. So she had to get rid of Yves. Otherwise, he would give her up. The loose end, the missing piece of the puzzle, had been solved. Also, Louise must have let Tyler know Anthony was coming to Washington. She had no idea that Tyler would try and kill Anthony. And of course she wouldn’t want that. She wanted to have a future with her Tony. 

He focused on what Louise had told Chloe about the country club membership. “I always get what I want.” And at lunch two days ago when Renato went to the toilet, she had told him, “I’ll always want you, Tony.”

Putting those together, while he ran, he came to the conclusion that Louise would make another attempt to kill Chiara. That had to be her game plan. 

He tried to put himself into her shoes. She had to know that he had security around the clock at the apartment in Milan as well as someone who followed Chiara when she went out in Milan. That would be too risky. 

But next Monday, Chiara would be flying to Paris to rehearse with the Paris Orchestra and then to perform on Wednesday evening. 

Anthony had used Pierre and his Paris security firm when Chiara had been in the Paris hospital. He could have them stick with her at all times in Paris. So it would be risky for Louise to hire someone to attack Chiara at her Paris hotel or on the way to the concert. If they were caught, they might give her up as part of a plea deal. 

When Anthony had been a Congressman, a retired CIA officer once told him, “Always put yourself in the terrorist’s shoes. Try to think like he does.”

He pondered the issue for a minute; then he decided. 

If Anthony were arranging Chiara’s murder, he would plant a bomb in Chiara’s dressing room in the concert hall and detonate it by remote control, ten or fifteen minutes before her performance was scheduled to begin. She would be certain to be in the dressing room then.

That had to be what Louise would do. And he realized how to catch Louise: he would have Pierre secretly install a concealed closed circuit camera in Chiara’s dressing room with constant monitoring to a remote location. He would also have Pierre station people outside of the concert hall. That way if Louise planted the bomb herself, Pierre, who had excellent relations with the Paris police, would tell them to arrest her. And if she arranged for someone else to do it, Pierre’s men could grab the perpetrator, and hand them over to the police who could force them to confess, in return for immunity, that Louise had hired them.

He now had the perfect plan to punish Louise for what she had done and to block her from ever harming Chiara again.

He raced home and opened the door.

He waited patiently until Chiara finished the first movement of the Rachmaninoff. Then he told her.

“I have the solution, but it’s risky. It means making yourself a target.”

She turned around on the piano bench. “Tell me.”

He explained what he had in mind. Then he said, “It’s dangerous. She might try to kill you another way. You don’t have to do it.”

“I want to,” she insisted. “I want my life back. I don’t want to always be looking over my shoulder, waiting for that evil woman to strike.”
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Paris

Chiara’s performance with the Orchestra de Paris was scheduled for Wednesday evening at eight. Working with Pierre, Anthony located an apartment about two blocks from the concert hall which had a doorman and reception desk, manned twenty-four hours a day. They installed a Steinway Baby Grand Piano in the apartment. Pierre stationed two armed men in the corridor outside the apartment.

Pierre also arranged to have security people unobtrusively tail Chiara from the time that she and Anthony arrived in Paris on Monday afternoon. Every time she left the apartment, two men went with her. Rehearsal with the orchestra was scheduled for Tuesday afternoon in the concert hall.

Pierre had a close working relationship with the Director of the Paris Police Department. He permitted Pierre to install, in Chiara’s dressing room, two video cameras made to look like smoke detectors. Those were in place on Monday afternoon, twenty-four hours before Chiara was scheduled to enter the building and her dressing room on Tuesday for rehearsal. Live feed went from the cameras to the headquarters of Pierre’s firm. Someone monitored that feed around the clock. 

On Tuesday at one o’clock, two security agents accompanied Chiara to the concert hall, along with Anthony. He had told them to try and be unobtrusive, but that wasn’t easy for the two muscular men with bulges under of their suit jackets. 

One remained in Chiara’s dressing room; the other in the fifth row of the empty auditorium.

The orchestra was already on the stage when Chiara entered from the side, walking next to the conductor. All of the members of the orchestra rose and gave her a standing ovation. 

Anthony, seated in the rear of the hall, was pleased with the reception, her smile, and her words of appreciation. 

As the rehearsal began, Anthony got a queasy feeling in his stomach. He had put a lot of eggs in this basket. Maybe he had guessed wrong. Perhaps Louise was planning to attack Chiara somewhere else in Paris. Or wasn’t planning to attack her this week.

Louise might be waiting for another opportunity, perhaps months from now, in another city, in another concert hall, when Anthony and Chiara had lowered their guard. Could Anthony possibly continue to repeat this level of security, week after week?

The rehearsal went well for Chiara. And nothing happened to pose a risk to the pianist.

Following rehearsal, they returned to the apartment. Anthony arranged for dinner to be brought in from a nearby restaurant. And Chiara went to sleep early.

Not Anthony. He was repeatedly checking on the guards in the corridor and looking outside the window at the quiet street ten floors below. After two glasses of grappa, he finally climbed into bed, next to Chiara, a little after midnight.

Wednesday morning, Chiara practiced the Rachmaninoff in the living room of the apartment. Anthony paced in the study with the door closed. He didn’t want Chiara to see how anxious he was. 

Today was the day. If Louise was planting a bomb, it would be today.

At five minutes past two, Anthony’s phone rang. It was Pierre.

“Yes,” Anthony said frantically.

“We’ve got her,” Pierre, sounded excited.

“What happened?”

“A few minutes ago, Louise LaSalle entered Chiara’s dressing room carrying a vase of flowers and a briefcase. She put down the flowers. After that, she took two small boxes from her briefcase and placed them in concealed locations in the room. One under a table. One on the top shelf of an open clothes rack. Then she left the dressing room.”

“Was all this captured on the video?”

“Absolutely.”

Anthony rolled his hand into a fist. “Have you had time to check the objects she planted?”

“As soon as Louise left, I sent in one of my people. Both are powerful bombs that could be triggered by remote control. Even by a cell phone. The police bomb squad is on the way to remove and disable them. Meantime, I have people following Louise. If she tries to leave Paris, they’ll stop her.”

“Have you forwarded the video to the police?”

“Absolutely. Personally to my friend, Jacques, the Director of the Police Department.”

“How soon will they arrest Louise?”

“Here’s where it gets a little complicated.”

“What do you mean?”

Jacques told me it may take a while before he can give the order to arrest Louise. With her position in the government, he will need a lot of approvals. We’re now in the political realm.”

Anthony was incredulous.

“What? That’s crazy. The woman planted two bombs. You have it all on video.”

“Listen, Anthony. This is France. You have to let them do it their way.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Anthony was raising his voice. “She committed a crime, and the evidence is clear.”

“That’s what I told Jacques.”

“And how did he respond?”

“Patience, Pierre. Patience.”

“But you think it will be done. That Louise will be arrested. Don’t you?”

“For sure.”

To Anthony, Pierre’s tone was not as confident as his words. That damn Louise might have some powerful friends and IOUs in the French government. Maybe even the Elysee Palace. It was possible they might not take any action against her, reasoning that no one had been hurt.

“Call me as soon as they have her in custody.”

“Will do.”

Initially, Anthony thought he shouldn’t tell Chiara what he had just learned for fear of unnerving her prior to the concert. Then he changed his mind, concluding she would be more relaxed if she knew the threat was over.

That turned out to be the right call. “Oh, I’m so relieved,” she said. “Thank you for telling me. I’ll feel so much better going out on that stage this evening. What about Louise? Have they arrested her?”

“The police are getting the necessary approvals.”

“How long will that take?”

“Pierre didn’t know, but he’s pressing the police chief and he has people watching Louise in case she tries to flee the city.”

“Good. I can’t wait until they put that bitch away.”

At seven o’clock it was time to go to the hall for the concert which started at eight. Anthony had not heard from Pierre. He was becoming more anxious, minute by minute, although he concealed that from Chiara, when she asked whether Louise was in custody. It shouldn’t take this long for Jacques to get approval to make the arrest. He was worried that Louise had managed to use her clout to overcome that evidence and avoid arrest.

It was a warm spring evening, no chances of rain. Anthony and Chiara, accompanied by Pierre’s security people, walked two blocks to the concert hall. 

Once they entered her dressing room, he kissed her and left. Two of Pierre’s men remained outside the dressing room. Two more were in the front of the concert hall, one on each side of the stage. 

Though it was early, Anthony got a program and went up to his box on the second floor. The box held six seats. Tickets had been issued for only three of them this evening. One to him, one to Renato, and one to Louise. As Anthony sat down, he was tightly clutching his phone, waiting for Pierre to call.

At 7:30 people began filling up the concert hall. Suddenly the door to the box opened. Louise and Renato entered. Of course they would be early, Anthony thought. Louise would want to detonate the bombs when Chiara was still in her dressing room.

After slipping his phone into his pocket, he greeted Renato and Chiara, acting nonchalant. Inside, he was seething. He couldn’t believe the police hadn’t arrested Louise. And with the passage of so much time, he was now doubting that it would ever occur.

Renato was cool to Anthony. No doubt that was fallout from their phone conversation about Renato’s wedding plans, which was the last time they had spoken. 

“What a wonderful occasion,” Louise said, sounding bubbly. “I have great admiration for Chiara that she could bounce back like this after that terrible shooting. You must be so proud of her, Tony.”

Anthony didn’t respond.

The box had two rows of three seats, each. All three of them were sitting in the front row of the box, Anthony and Renato on the ends; Louise in the center. 

Anthony glanced sideways to look at Louise and Renato. They were both reading, or pretending to read their programs. 

Ten minutes later, at 7:45, Louise removed the phone from her purse. He stared at her. What great timing, he thought. Perfect to detonate your bombs, now. Chiara is certain to be in her dressing room. Sorry, Louise, you’re in for a big disappointment. 

“I have to check voicemail,” she said, in response to him staring. “I was expecting a message.”

She pressed some buttons on her phone. He watched her holding her breath, no doubt waiting for the bombs to detonate and for the explosion that would rock the concert hall.. 

When nothing happened, she looked bewildered. He could barely suppress a smile. 

On stage, the orchestra was warming up. A jumble of sounds filled the air.

Suddenly, the door to the box opened. A man in a dark blue suit entered, followed by three police, two women and one man, in uniform. 

The man in the suit said, “Are you Louise LaSalle?”

“Yes, I am,” she replied in a trembling voice.

“Please come with us.”

“Why should I do that?” She sounded indignant.

He showed his police ID. “Because you’re under arrest for planting bombs in the dressing room of Chiara Moretti.”

“Do you know who I am? There must be some mistake.”

“I’m sorry, there is not. We have a video of you planting the bombs. Now come with us.”

Louise stood up and glared at Anthony. “You bastard.”

“Send me a postcard from prison, Louise,” he replied. 

One of the female officers grabbed Louise by the arm and pulled her away. 

Staring at Louise as she was being led out of the box, Renato looked chagrined.

“My God,” he told Anthony. “I was a total fool. Will you ever forgive me?”

“Of course. Our friendship is worth too much to let that piece of trash break it up. Besides, if it’s any consolation, I was once deceived by her as well.”

At eight o’clock, the hall was completely full. All of the seats and standing room only. The gray-haired, tuxedo-clad, conductor entered. He shook hands with the concert master, a young woman in her thirties.

Then Chiara walked on to the stage, looking magnificent in a long red silk dress.

Every person in the audience rose. Also members of the orchestra were giving her a standing ovation.

When they were seated, Chiara sat down at the piano.

Watching her fingers dance along the keyboard and the incredible sound they made, Anthony thought: We’ve come so far from Corsica.
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